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ABSTRACT 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF HOUSING 
FOR PARENTS AND CHILDREN IN POVERTY 
MAY 1996 
SHERIDAN BARTLETT, B.A. MANHATTANVILLE COLLEGE 
M.S. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Ed.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor J. Kevin Nugent 
This study is an exploration of the relationship between housing and the rearing 
of young children among families in poverty. A year long open-ended, qualitative 
investigation was conducted with three families living in a small town. Frequent visits 
allowed for familiarity with family members, household routines, social networks, 
changing circumstances, and life problems. Families spent at least part of the year in 
secure and pleasant non-profit housing; but time was also spent in inadequate housing, 
doubled up with relatives, or in one case in a homeless shelter. The children involved 
ranged from one to nine years of age. An in-depth analysis of particular events and 
circumstances in the household lives of these families clarified ways in which housing 
contributed to patterns of parental behavior and perception which powerfully 
undermined or supported the best interests of these children. A case is made for 
considering housing assistance as a most appropriate form of support for families living 
in poverty. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Increasing numbers of families with children in the United States live in 
conditions which do not adequately support their well-being. According to a recent 
report put out by the Low Income Housing Information Service, almost half of all 
households with children, or 17.6 million, experience at least one major housing 
problem. These problems can range from lead paint exposure and overcrowding, to 
unaffordable rents that interfere with the family’s capacity to pay for other basic 
necessities (Kaufman, 1996).1 The Department of Housing and Urban Development 
found that in 1991 over 5.3 million households had “worst case needs” for housing 
assistance. These figures continue to rise, and the sharpest increase is among families 
with children (U.S Department of Housing and Urban Development, 1994). 
The reasons for this situation are straightforward. Over the last twenty years, as 
both welfare benefits and the earned income of poor Americans has fallen, the number 
of low-income households has increased dramatically. But over that same period it has 
become increasingly difficult to find adequate and affordable housing. More than 1.3 
million low-rent units have disappeared from the housing market, having been either 
abandoned or converted into more expensive housing (Leonard and Lazere, 1992). In 
addition, during the 1980s the federal government reduced appropriations for new low- 
income housing by 81 percent, adjusting for inflation (Folbre, 1995). The resulting gap 
between the number of low-income units available and the number of people requiring 
them has resulted in a housing crisis for the poor. Rents continue to rise, and ever 
greater numbers live in overcrowded and deteriorated conditions. 
It is important to determine what effects these material conditions have for the 
adults and children who endure them. Housing which is overcrowded, dilapidated, and 
1 For almost one third of these families, housing would be adequate if it was affordable. If lead paint 
hazards are excluded from the calculation, the number drops to 12 million households, or 36% of those 
that include children (Kaufman, 1996). 
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unaffordable must clearly affect family life on a day -to-day basis. We know that poor 
housing affects both safety and health, and that it can be highly stressful for its 
occupants, decreasing their capacity to cope effectively with other aspects of their lives 
(Evans and Cohen,1987; Saegert, 1976; Schorr, 1970). Inadequate housing also 
influences children’s development. A strong body of literature points to 
multidimensional connections between the housing environment of young children and 
their social and cognitive growth, (see for instance Gottfried and Gottfried, 1986; 
Johnson, 1987; Parke, 1978; Wohlwill and Heft, 1987). The affordability of housing 
has a profound effect on health and physical development. A recent study found that 
children in poor families who lived in unsubsidized housing were five times more likely 
to have low growth indicators, resulting from poor nutrition, than were those children 
whose families received housing assistance (Meyers et al, 1995). 
But there has been relatively little work that looks the way inadequate housing 
influences family functioning, and in particular, what effect it has on parents’ strategies 
with their children. The socialization of children takes place, especially during the 
critical early years, primarily in the home and in the context of family. If growing 
numbers of families live in marginal conditions, it is important to understand how far 
this may compromise the capacity of those parents to provide what their children 
require. This study, then, is an exploration of the relationship between housing and the 
rearing of young children. It looks at the ways that housing can undermine parents’ 
efforts, at the strategies that parents evolve in response, and at the ramifications for 
their children. 
The predicament of those who live in poverty has been explained as the 
consequence of structural forces. But it is also frequently presented as a function of the 
personal inadequacies of the poor. These explanations are often set up in opposition to 
one another, in defense of particular ideologies (Elliott and Krivo, 1991; Zinn, 1989). I 
believe that a more constructive approach is one which considers how structure and 
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personal behavior complement and reinforce one another. Looking at housing as a 
factor in the lives of poor families is an opportunity to reconcile these opposing 
perspectives. It allows us to consider how inadequate material conditions, which are in 
large part a function of systemic failure, contribute to patterns of behavior and 
perception which may perpetuate poverty and disadvantage. 
It seems evident that parents who are unable to provide themselves with the 
housing they need are unfairly handicapped in fulfilling their responsibilities as the 
primary guardians of their children’s well-being. This exploratory study is an attempt to 
understand the issues from the perspective of parents in poverty, and to gain a richer 
sense of the significance that their housing holds in their day-to-day experience with 
their children. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
Human life is inevitably embedded in a concrete physical world. We shape this 
world and endow it with meaning, and in return are shaped, stimulated, restricted, and 
supported by the places we occupy. The purpose of this review is to explore a 
particular aspect of this relationship, and to discuss the ways that a family’s housing 
contributes to its patterns of child rearing. 
For the most part the home environment has been viewed in developmental 
psychology as a setting or backdrop for family interaction, but not as a contributing 
factor to that interaction. This tends to be true of the discipline in a more general way as 
well: there has been growing recognition in recent decades of the critical importance of 
context, and of the complex significance of the child’s environment, but this 
recognition has tended to focus on the social and interpersonal environment. The 
physical environment has received relatively little attention even in strongly contextual 
work. 
This neglect is intriguing. The theoretical foundations of a contextual approach, 
for instance the socio-historical tradition stemming from Vygotsky and Luria (Wertsch, 
1985), and the work of Lewin and his successors (e.g. Barker and Wright, 1954; 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979) certainly invite a consideration of the physical environment. 
But, as developmental anthropologists Super and Harkness (1986) have pointed out, 
“hidden” theories of the physical environment have tended to be the only kind available, 
not only in developmental psychology, but in Western culture generally. 
The understanding of context, however, is richly supplemented by the inclusion 
of the physical dimension. The home, for instance, is not just the setting within which a 
child develops her early relationship with other family members. It is also a potent 
presence in its own right, with its particular smells, familiar objects, and labyrinth of 
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rules and meanings, all of which contribute to the child’s growing sense of self and 
understanding of the world. Family interaction does not occur as if in a vacuum, but is 
profoundly anchored to this material environment with all of its meanings and 
associations. A parent’s dealings with an active toddler are more often than not driven 
by the child’s response to the organization, layout, or contents of the household 
environment. She may climb from a chair onto the window sill, try to pour her own 
milk, experiment with crayons on different surfaces, or refuse to stay in her bed at 
night; and the parent responds. 
One might dismiss this as self-evident. A child’s interactions are necessarily 
with and through the physical objects of life. But this is precisely the point. The way 
that these physical objects are arranged, made available or not available, their 
relationship to the safety of the child, their meaning and value for the parent, the degree 
of control that the parent has over them, define in large part what sort of interactions 
will ensue. The material reality of the home provides more than a setting for the 
interaction between parent and child. It has a distinct influence on the kind of 
interactions that occur. 
Developmental literature does not completely ignore the physical environment. 
There have been a number of significant contributions in this area, some of which will 
be considered in the course of this review. It is fair to say, however, that the physical 
environment is not regularly and systematically included as part of the frame of 
reference of mainstream developmental psychology, and that even in work which is 
considered contextual, the physical dimension is most often bypassed. 
This review will attempt to address the significance of the material, spatial, and 
symbolic realities of housing as they relate to the socialization of children within the 
family. I will discuss literature which contributes to an understanding of the household 
environment both as a factor which shapes parental strategies, and as an instrument 
which serves to express the parents’ goals and values. 
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Researchers and theorists who acknowledge the significance of the physical 
environments of childhood and family life come from a broad range of disciplines and 
tend to be interdisciplinary in their focus. Consequently, this is not a coherent body of 
literature, but rather a collection of perspectives, approaches, and concerns brought 
together here under the umbrella of a transactional model which views socialization as a 
complex set of relationships between parents and children, and the social, cultural, and 
material realities of their lives. 
Particular attention will be paid to work which has looked at poverty as a factor 
both in child rearing and in issues involving housing. As increasing numbers of 
families join the ranks of the poor in this country, and as the amount of decent 
affordable housing continues to shrink, more and more children are being raised in 
conditions that undermine their chances in life, and that sabotage the best efforts of 
parents. In the present political climate it is especially relevant to consider how 
inadequate housing may contribute to difficulties in rearing children (Kaufman, 1996; 
Leonard and Lazere, 1992). 
The broader developmental effects of the home environment will not be 
addressed in any depth here, for this topic has been thoroughly reviewed elsewhere 
(see for example, Gottfried and Gottfried, 1986; Johnson, 1987; Parke 1978; Wohlwill 
and Heft, 1987). 
Background Material 
Before the relationship between housing and child rearing is discussed, it will 
be helpful to consider some background literature: first, research on the meaning that 
home has in people’s lives; and secondly, literature on the determinants of parental 
behavior. 
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The Meaning of Home 
In her social history of housing, Wright (1983) comments on the attention that 
has always been given in the United States to the role of the domestic environment in 
creating a good society. This preoccupation has been expressed both in the energy 
people invest in their own dwellings, and in the concern they demonstrate for the 
housing that is available to others. This historical tendency to consider the significance 
of housing continues to be evident in research and speculation. 
Throughout the 1970s and 80s, particularly in the fields of environmental 
psychology and environmental design research, there has been extensive research on 
the meaning of home in people’s lives. Investigators in this area have concluded that 
home is most frequently described as important because of its symbolic content and the 
way that it meets psychological needs (Cooper, 1970; Hayward, 1978; Rakoff, 1977; 
Rivlin, 1992; Sebba and Churchman, 1986). 
Categories of Meaning 
The types of meaning most often cited fall into a few broad overlapping 
categories having to do with control, with identity, and with relationship. 
Control and Security. Home is seen first of all as a place where one can be in 
control; a source of security and a refuge from the world (Sebba and Churchman, 
1986). Altman (1975), who looks at human behavior from the perspective of territory 
and the control of access, argues that the home is a primary territory, or a place over 
which the occupants have complete control. The physical structure of the home, he 
says, serves as a symbol of the security of those who occupy it, and home fulfills the 
basic human need for defined territory. Choice is an important aspect of control: 
Rappaport, known for his work on housing as a cultural artifact, claims that a house 
only becomes a home when some level of choice has been exercised (1985). 
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Identity. Closely related to the topic of control is that of identity. Home is an 
expression of self, a reflection of one’s ideas and values, an aspect of identity 
formation, and an indicator of personal status, success, and achievement (Cooper, 
1970; Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Duncan and Duncan, 1976; 
Hayward, 1977). Cooper’s much-cited speculative essay, “The house as symbol of the 
self’, looks at the home from the perspective of Jungian psychology. Just as the house 
has an intimate interior and a public facade, so is the self divided into a private interior 
and an exterior that we choose to reveal to others. The desire to express ourselves 
through our dwellings is deeply engrained in our collective psyche. Cooper argues, and 
may help to explain why there is such resistance in this society to housing that does not 
conform to the ideal of the free-standing, detached, single-family dwelling. She 
suggests that high-rise apartment buildings have been rejected by most Americans 
because they violate our image of the archetypal house, and are perceived as a threat to 
our sense of ourselves as unique and separate individuals. 
Relationship and Continuity. Home is an expression of self, but it is also the 
context for relationships with family and friends, a place to rear children, and a symbol 
for continuity and permanence in life (Rakoff, 1977; Hayward, 1984). As Sebba and 
Churchman (1986) suggest, these functions are closely tied to those of control and 
identity. It is precisely the parents’ control over the home environment that gives them 
the freedom to raise their children as they see fit, according to their own values and 
beliefs, which find material expression in the home. 
A significant aspect of the meaning of home lies in the continuity between 
childhood memories and adult experience. Tognoli and Horwitz (1982) and Cooper 
Marcus (1995) suggest that childhood memories play an important role not only in 
determining feelings about home, but also in shaping the adult home environment. The 
authors’ research reveals thematic continuities between childhood homes and current 
residences. People, they find, tend to repeat or integrate dimensions of their childhood 
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homes into their present dwellings, or to define their present homes in opposition to 
their memories of their parents’ homes. These continuities express the fact that parental 
uses of the home environment are a significant form of communication within families, 
and an ingredient in shaping identity. 
Macrostructural Contributions to the Meaning of Home 
Not all messages about home come from our own residential history. Through 
television, movies, advertisements, books, and visits to friends and neighbors, people 
receive information from the wider society about what a home is supposed to be, which 
may well conflict with their personal experience. Some of the contributors to this body 
of literature have considered how macrostructural forces influence our perception of 
home (Despres, 1991: Rakoff, 1977; Saegert, 1985). Rakoff, writing from a Marxist 
perspective, argues that the symbolic value of the home as an expression of control is 
related to the ideology of individualism that characterizes our society. Despres describes 
how federal housing policies have shaped our understanding of home. Federally 
secured mortgages, first introduced in the 1930’s, made home-ownership available to 
far greater numbers of people, but also defined acceptable housing as the single-family 
detached dwelling. Federal tax policies have also encouraged home-ownership: since 
1913 it has been possible to deduct mortgage interest and property taxes from income, a 
major incentive for buying rather than renting. Zoning has been another force which 
has favored the development of single family housing. Such policies have contributed 
to the creation of powerful social norms. 64.5% of US households own their own 
house (Statistical Abstracts, 1994). A far greater percentage of the population wish they 
did: Anthony (1984), in a study of the characteristics of favored homes, found that 
95% of those interviewed preferred a single-family detached house. Rakoff (1977), 
looking at his own middle class sample, and at the working class samples interviewed 
by others, found that home-ownership was overwhelmingly considered to be critical in 
achieving a sense of personal control in life. 
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The Meaning of Home in the Context of Poor Housing 
Research on the meaning of home finds that people consistently stress the 
significance of their homes as a domain of control and security in life, a symbol of 
permanence and continuity, and an expression of identity. But the meaning of home 
and the realities of housing are not always consonant. As Despres (1991) points out in 
her review of this literature, the typical samples in these studies are composed of people 
from middle class nuclear families living in single family homes which they own. The 
concept of the meaning of home in the literature has, by and large, been derived from 
people for whom shelter is not a struggle. 
For marginal families in our society, for those who have had chronic difficulty 
holding on to housing, or who have throughout their lives encountered conditions 
which fail to meet their practical needs, the experience of home must necessarily be 
more conflicted. Sociologist Rainwater (1966) describes the plight of slum dwellers in 
poignant terms: “The presence of nonhuman threats conveys in devastating terms a 
sense that they live in an immoral and uncontrolled world. The physical evidence of 
trash, poor plumbing and the stink that goes with it, rats and other vermin, deepens 
their feeling of being moral outcasts. Their physical world is telling them that they are 
inferior and bad just as effectively as do their human interactions. Their inability to 
control the depradations of rats, hot steam pipes, balky stoves and poorly fused 
electrical circuits tells them they are failures as autonomous individuals” (p. 29). 
Rainwater argues that the needs that housing fills are sequential. On the most 
basic level, housing shelters individuals from threats in their environment, whether 
physical or emotional. Only when that battle is won can other functions of home, 
having to do with self-expression and self-realization, become more central. The degree 
to which housing meets or fails to meet these basic needs has significant ramifications. 
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not only for an individual’s sense of control and identity, but also for the fundamentally 
related task of rearing children, as will be discussed in the following sections. 
The Determinants of Parental Behavior 
Parents are commonly viewed as the primary agents of socialization, and the 
literature on child rearing points to a wide variety of determinants for parental behavior. 
Bowlby and other theorists with an evolutionary bent argue that it has a large 
phylogenetic component (Bowlby, 1982; Hinde, 1991). Others see it more as learned 
behavior. Parents themselves, for instance, most often claim that their own upbringing 
is the most significant factor in determining their style of interaction with their children 
(Goodnow, 1985). 
Parental Behavior as Norm-driven 
Parental strategies are frequently described as the expression of certain cultural 
or social norms. Newson and Newson, for instance, analyzing the results of their 
longitudinal study of more than 700 Nottingham children, find that differences in 
parental style break down most clearly along class lines (1965, 1970, 1978). Kohn 
(1969), in a similar vein, argues for a strong relationship between child rearing style 
and the demands made on the father by his occupation. Children whose fathers are in 
managerial or entrepreneurial roles are expected to take initiative and responsibility; 
those whose fathers follow orders in their work lives are expected to be obedient and 
conformist. Ogbu (1981) sees these differences in teleological terms; for him child 
rearing is geared towards the development of competency in culturally defined adult 
tasks. Perhaps the most widely accepted view, which might be said to encompass these 
approaches, is that parents’ strategies and behavior are determined by their beliefs and 
values (Sigel, 1^85; Baumrind,1971). 
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Parental Behavior in Response to Environmental Conditions 
Anthropologist LeVine (1980, 1988) sees the need for a model which also 
takes into account the responses of parents to specific environmental conditions. 
Parental activity, he says, while biologically and culturally shaped, is also an 
adjustment to the realities of the surroundings. He argues that parental goals are 
hierarchical in nature: they are concerned first with the immediate survival and physical 
well-being of their offspring, then with their long term economic security, and finally 
with their adherence to locally defined norms and ideals. Child rearing styles reflect a 
“parental investment strategy”, according to LeVine, which weighs the relative 
importance of long- and short-term goals. This model is particularly useful in the 
present attempt to consider the effect of material circumstances on parental behavior. It 
falls short in one area however, for it fails to acknowledge the degree to which parental 
responses can be shaped by stress and other psychological factors. 
Stress and Parental Behavior 
Much of the literature on child rearing makes the assumption that parental 
behavior is goal-driven, whether that goal be basic survival or the success of the child 
in a particular niche. Even LeVine, who acknowledges that the realities of a given 
situation modify cultural and biological codes, views parental activity as a response to 
various levels of need on the part of offspring. Recurrent difficulties in life, however, 
have the power to sap the energy of parents and to undermine their good intentions. 
Parents who are exhausted, frustrated, depressed, or disturbed are more likely to 
compromise in their desire to do their best for their children, and may even become 
abusive. The behavior and temperament of a particular child, and the history of the 
parent, as well as a range of environmental factors, can contribute to less goal- 
oriented, more reactive behavior on the part of the parent (Belsky, 1984; McLoyd, 
1990.) 
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Belsky lists three influences on parental behavior: the parent’s personal 
psychological resources, the characteristics of the child, and the sources of stress and 
support in the social network. He argues that the psychological resources of the parent 
are the single most influential factor in determining child rearing behavior, since they 
are largely responsible for the parent’s capacity to maintain social support networks. 
The quality of parental care, he claims, is directly related to the balance of supports and 
stressors in the parents’ lives. Although he neglects to consider the role played by the 
parents’ culturally constructed value system, he makes a valuable contribution in 
emphasizing the importance of the parents’ emotional well-being. 
McLoyd’s strong and comprehensive review of the impact of economic 
hardship on parenting practices (1990) clarifies the role that stress plays in parental 
behavior. While her focus is on black families in poverty, her discussion relies heavily 
on research based on white samples. In reviewing a wide array of studies, she finds 
support for a model which posits that poverty diminishes the capacity for supportive, 
consistent, and involved parenting, and that psychological distress is the mediating link 
between poverty and poor parenting. She explains the ways in which emotional distress 
contributes to these class effects: reasoning and negotiating with children takes patience 
and concentration, and these qualities are difficult to muster when one is burdened with 
concerns. Depressed or harrassed parents, low on energy, are more likely to choose 
strategies for resolving conflict that take little effort. While McLoyd departs from an 
emphasis on child rearing style as a function of culture, she acknowledges that parental 
values and beliefs may complement and reinforce psychological factors. 
Although McLoyd focusses on the punitive parenting that may result from 
stress, other observers have noted an alternative response, a fatalistic abdication of 
responsibility on the part of parents (Bugenthal, 1985; Rainwater, 1966). Bugenthal’s 
research relates the behavior of powerless adults to that of unresponsive and difficult 
children. Adults with low self-perceived power, Bugenthal finds, tend to see the 
13 
outcome of child rearing as subject to uncontrollable situational factors. Because they 
have little faith in their own capacity to control events, they are tentative and 
inconsistent with children, who are increasingly unresponsive in return. These adults 
are far more susceptible to having trouble with children than are adults who feel in 
control of their lives, and in the long run they contribute to the unresponsive behavior. 
Bugenthal, like other investigators, emphasizes that children are not simply 
passive recipients of parental initiatives; they contribute significantly to these 
interactions. By virtue of their temperament, appearance, and behavior, they elicit 
responses from parents, and have the capacity both to temper and contribute to stress 
(Belsky, 1984; Newson and Newson, 1970). 
A Combined Perspective 
For the purposes of this review it would be helpful to consider a model for 
parental behavior which integrates these various approaches, and views child rearing 
strategies as a combination of goal oriented behavior and responses to material realities, 
mediated always by the parent’s psychological resources. Such an approach would 
view parental behavior as a complex set of responses in which the desire to meet the 
needs of the child, in accordance with personal and culturally structured beliefs, is 
sometimes interfered with by the stresses of life and the emotional resources of the 
parent. Parenting is an expression of values and beliefs; but it is also a response to 
pressure and constraints. Both of these perspectives, the goal oriented and the reactive, 
are critical in understanding the role that housing plays in the interaction between 
parents and children. 
The Relationship between Housing and Child Rearing Practices 
Developmental anthropologists Whiting and Edwards (1988), in their cross 
cultural discussion of social development, make the emphatic point that the socialization 
of children does not occur primarily through face-to-face interactions between adults 
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and children, but more importantly is a function of the physical settings that are made 
available to children. 
The home is just one part of the lifeworld of most children, but it is a highly significant 
part, especially for young children who may spend the bulk of their time within its 
confines. 
The choices that parents make about housing, the ways that they organize and 
personalize their household space, and the kinds of opportunities they make available to 
their children within that space are significant parts of the child-rearing process. The 
home communicates in very fundamental ways the values and priorities of the family. 
But housing is also a set of physical realities which impose certain limitations on 
residents, encourage certain patterns of use, and have a distinct influence on both the 
activities of children and the responses of parents. In this sense housing defines and 
constrains the ways in which parents and children relate to one another. Housing, 
then, can be seen both as an environmental press and as an instrument of parental 
goals; and parents’ strategies in the context of housing can be viewed as either reactive 
“because-of ’ behavior, and goal-oriented “in-order-to” behavior. 
“Because of’: The Impact of the Home Environment 
Housing mediates the interactions between parents and children, both directly 
through its effect on the range of behavior that it makes possible, but also indirectly, 
through its impact on physical and emotional well-being. 
Housing, Health, and Stress 
There is substantial evidence linking poor housing to poor health. Respiratory 
ailments and the infectious diseases have been related to inadequate heating and 
ventilation, to multiple users of bathroom facilities, and to crowded sleeping 
arrangements; digestive diseases and enteritis are related to poor food storage, 
inadequate sanitation, and contaminated water supplies; skin diseases are related to 
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inadequate washing facilities; and neurological damage can result from lead exposure 
(Olden, 1993; Schorr, 1970). 
Injuries in the home are often the result of crowded kitchens, faulty wiring, 
poorly lit stairways, and inadequate maintenance. Parents often see injuries as 
“accidental” and therefore inevitable, particularly parents who feel they have little 
control over their lives. Injuries are responsible for nearly half of all deaths in the 1-4 
age group in the United States, and research shows that children of low income parents 
are far more vulnerable to injury than children of middle or high income parents (Iltus, 
1994). This is in part a function of inferior environmental conditions. Childhood deaths 
due to fire, for instance, are five times more likely to occur in low income homes where 
wiring may be defective, and where hazardous alternatives are used when antiquated 
heat systems break down. Schorr (1964) cites controlled studies which confirm that 
improved housing reduces the incidence of illness, injury, and death. 
There is little doubt that inadequate housing can be not only dangerous and 
unhealthy, but also highly stressful for its occupants in a variety of ways, whether it be 
through crowding, dilapidation, high noise levels, social isolation, or unsuitable space 
(Anthony, 1984; Evans and Cohen, 1987; Saegert, 1976; Schorr, 1964). Stress 
occurs, say Evans and Cohen, when there is an imbalance between environmental 
demands and the capacity of the organism to respond. Under conditions of stress the 
body’s resources are depleted. Energy and health are affected, and people display more 
aggressive or withdrawn behavior, which in turn influences the way that both the 
physical environment and other people are perceived and dealt with (Saegert, 1976). 
As Evans and Cohen point out, the relationship between the individual and the chronic 
strain of stressful living conditions is complex and recursive. 
There is general consensus that stress is more severe when circumstances are 
beyond an individual’s control. Seligman’s pioneering work (1975) argues that a 
susceptibility to learned helplessness results from repeated exposure to stressors that 
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cannot be controlled. Research on stressors in the living environment emphasizes the 
significance of control. The negative effects of crowding, for instance, may have more 
to do with the uncontrollability of high density situations than with crowding per se 
(Sherrod and Cohen, 1982). Similarly, the degree of stress associated with noise has 
been related to the lack of perceived control (Glass and Singer, 1982). For those who 
live in truly inadequate housing with the lack of control that it represents, the impact on 
health, safety, self respect, and the capacity to cope can be profound. 
As McLoyd makes clear, such stress is not conducive to responsive 
interactions with children. Material conditions which undermine the emotional 
resources of parents must be taken seriously for their potential contribution to punitive 
and inconsistent behavior towards children. 
Specific Dimensions of Housing and Their Effects 
Poor housing, in a general way, can take a significant toll on the emotional 
resources that parents bring to their dealings with children. But there are also specific 
features of the home environment that affect the decisions parents make with regard to 
their children. 
Housing Type and Access to the Outdoors. A number of investigators have 
criticized high-rise housing for the effect that it has on the children’s development and 
on family functioning (Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian, 1986; Hart, 1986; Heft, 1985; 
Jephcott, 1971; Schorr, 1964; Van Vliet, 1983). Although this research has been 
heeded and high rise projects are seldom built for families now, even apartments on the 
second floor can dramatically affect a child’s access to the outdoors, and the consequent 
interaction of parents and children. 
Hart (1986) specifically describes the effect on the attachment behavior of 
parent and child. In his discussion of children’s play outdoors, he refers to Bowlby’s 
theory of attachment, and relates it to the “checking-in” system used by parents and 
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children. Both young children and their caretakers, says Hart, prefer to have play occur 
in a setting where regular eye and voice contact can be maintained. Cooper Marcus and 
Sarkissian (1986) agree that doorstep play is characteristic of young children, and they 
cite a British study which finds that three quarters of all children, but especially those 
under five, play by preference within 33 feet of their home. For a young child, the 
physical connection between outdoors and indoors should ideally facilitate the 
maintenance of easy contact with the caretaker. Even in apartment buildings it should be 
possible for children and parents to see and hear one another through an open window. 
But most upstairs apartments, even in safe environments, violate this basic 
requirement. In order to maintain the contact that a busy toddler or young child 
requires, a parent must stay outdoors in the vicinity of play, an unrealistic expectation if 
there are other children to care for or work to be done. Too often this results in an “all- 
or-nothing” approach to child care. Parents either give up and allow their children to 
play without adequate supervision, or else they take the safety-conscious route of 
keeping them indoors all the time (Hart, 1986). 
A study of the effects of high rise living in Tokyo by Oda and colleagues (1989) 
found that five year olds living above the 14th floor demonstrated significantly less 
independence and competence in performing routine daily tasks than five year olds 
living below the 5th floor. The authors speculate that this difference is related to “over- 
attachment” on the part of the higher floor mothers as a result of fewer outings. These 
effects are not limited to families in high rise housing. Conditions in the immediate 
surroundings which make outdoor play difficult have similar effects, as Hiittenmoser 
(1995) demonstrated in his recent Zurich research. She compared five year olds who 
had easy access to outdoor play with those who lived in areas where traffic levels made 
unaccompanied outdoor play impossible. The children who were unable to go outdoors 
without their parents showed less independence and ease with other children, and were 
less developed in terms of their motor skills. Hiittenmoser also found that the quality 
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of the parent/child relationship was affected. Parents who had to accompany their 
children outdoors tended to be anxiously overprotective, and their children were 
described as overly dependent. 
In a world where outdoor play opportunities are increasingly limited, these 
findings are significant. When young children and their caretakers are unable to 
experiment in a natural and easy way with increasing distance and independence from 
one another, this takes its toll on both children and adults. Parke (1978) cites studies 
which suggest that sustained contact indoors between parents and children contributes 
to parental irritability and family tension. Fanning (1967) found implications for both 
physical and emotional health. He looked at mothers and children in houses and in four 
storey apartments on a British army base. Although this housing was randomly 
allotted, children in the apartments had twice as much respiratory disease, and mothers 
had higher rates of psychoneurotic disorders; rates increased from the 1st to the 4th 
floor. 
The World Outside the Home. As the Hiittenmoser study suggests, conditions 
in the surroundings of the home can have a distinct effect on parent/child interactions. A 
critical factor is the traffic level in a given neighborhood. This has an impact not only 
on the availability of safe play opportunities for children, but also on the general quality 
of neighborhood life. Appleyard and Lintell (1982) demonstrate that on streets with 
heavy traffic, people tend to move more often, to feel less territorial, and to avoid the 
street as a living environment. Contact between neighbors is less likely to develop, and 
this can put an added strain on families. 
The same concerns are intensified by the presence of violence and lawlessness 
in a neighborhood (Dubrow and Garbarino, 1984; Osofsky and Fenichel, 1994). 
Members of a Zero to Three study group, examining what it means to raise children in a 
violent environment, describe some of the strategies parents are forced to adopt: staying 
away from parks; forbidding children to look out windows that face over a busy street. 
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and even putting them to bed in bathtubs to avoid crossfire. Raising confident and 
secure children in violent surroundings draws on all the strength a parent can muster 
(Osofsky and Fenichel, 1994). 
Design and Layout. Iltus, in his recent research on the safety management 
strategies of parents (1994) makes a number of interesting observations on the 
influence that layout can have on parental behavior. An important factor is the degree of 
visual openness in the home; parents who can more easily watch young toddlers as they 
play are likely to depend less on rules and prohibitions. Layout can affect the degree of 
freedom parents can permit children, making it possible, for instance, to allow older 
children to become involved in activities without the interference of younger siblings. 
The size and location of the kitchen can be a critical factor for parents with 
young children. Iltus notes that particularly in low income and public housing, kitchens 
may be very small, and fail to provide a good view of the rest of the home. Parents in 
his study found it difficult to function in this confined space with children underfoot, 
and expressed concerns about safety. Their options were either to deny children access 
to the kitchen, or else to require them to sit quietly while they were cooking. The fact 
that kitchens are frequently inappropriate places for children’s play stands in ironic 
contrast to the finding that they are the part of the house which toddlers are observed to 
use most intensively (Chawla, 1991). As Johnson (1987) points out, design frequently 
does not take into account the preference of young children to be near adults. 
Children have an equally important need to get away from the action when they 
feel so inclined. Wachs (1979) stresses the importance of “stimulus shelters” as a relief 
to children in chaotic, noisy surroundings. While an open design may simplify life on 
some fronts, Wachs points to the need for alcoves or small rooms that can be 
alternatives to open space. While Wachs addresses this issue from the perspective of 
children’s needs, it is clear that parents in constant contact with young children would 
also benefit from the availability of stimulus shelters. 
20 
While the layout of a house or apartment can have a distinct effect on parenting 
styles, this has been less well documented on the whole than the effects of density and 
inadequate space. 
Density, Crowding, Privacy, and Space. The housing inadequacy which 
contributes the most to family tension, argues Schorr (1964), is crowding. There is 
evidence in cross cultural research to suggest that the experience of crowding is 
culturally constructed; conditions that are stressful for one group may be acceptable or 
even comforting for another (Hall, 1966; Pader, 1994). Other investigators, however, 
argue that the negative effects of crowding transcend cultural difference. Lepore and 
colleagues (1991), analysing data from both India and the United States, found that in 
both study sites chronic exposure to residential crowding was related to increased levels 
of psychological stress, and to a decreased capacity to cope with social tensions within 
the home. 
A number of studies relate crowding to lower cognitive achievement and 
increased behavior problems on the part of children (Heft, 1985; van Vliet, 1985; 
Parke, 1978). Van Vliet and Wohlwill (1985) explain that under conditions of 
crowding, household members tend to function in a manner quite different from the 
responsive, interactive behavior that is commonly associated with the small child’s 
social environment, particularly between mother and child. They suggest that density 
can have significant effects on child rearing behavior. Some cross cultural studies 
appear to bear this out. Munroe and Munroe (1971), looking at infant care among the 
Logoli of Kenya, found that while infants in high density households are held more, at 
the same time their mothers tend to be less available to them, and this fact tends to make 
babies cry more. Whiting and Whiting (1975) note that mothers in societies where 
households are organized around extended families with shared space tend to be less 
available to their children and more strict than those where household space is arranged 
for the use of the nuclear family. These studies view density as a function of the 
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number of people in the household, rather than the number of people per unit of space, 
and their results may depend more on patterns of social interaction than on physical 
crowding per se. But these factors are difficult to untangle. 
Newson and Newson (1970), looking at households in Nottingham in the 
sixties, describe some of the ways in which different levels of crowding affected 
working class and middle class families. Working class homes, they note, tended to be 
less spacious, and as a result children were more inclined (or more frequently required) 
to play outdoors. Because these houses had no yards to speak of, children played in the 
streets even at the age of four. Parents were reluctant to become involved when children 
squabbled; because they lived in such close quarters with their neighbors, they wanted 
to maintain the peace and avoid taking sides. As a result children learned to manage 
conflict by themselves. When these families moved to public housing developments 
with divided yards, the old patterns of play and interaction change. 
Anthropologist Maxwell (1983) discusses the same phenomenon in the United 
States, and notes the change that American families have experienced in the past two 
generations. The availability of household space, he speculates, is a significant factor in 
determining parents’ child rearing strategies. It used to be observed that middle class 
families were strict with their children, while working class families were permissive. 
During the 60’s and 70’s, that trend was reversed. Maxwell attributes the change to the 
management of household space. It used to be the case that middle class families had 
sufficient space to allow children to play indoors under scrutiny, which encouraged 
restrictive parenting practices. Working class families with less space sent their children 
outdoors to play and relative anarchy prevailed. Lack of space necessitated permissive 
practices. As standards of living were raised and birth control limited the size of 
families, working class households began to have enough space to keep children inside 
under supervision. Middle class families, with increased prosperity, had houses large 
enough to permit children to escape parental scrutiny. 
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Limited household space can reduce the options available to parents in a number 
of ways. It is difficult, for instance, to separate squabbling children under crowded 
conditions, to allow for active play indoors when space does not permit it, or to 
accomodate simultaneously the range of needs that more than one child may have. 
When inadequate space indoors is combined with upper storey living or unsafe 
conditions outdoors, children are indeed in a tight spot, and may find that few of their 
natural impulses have an acceptable outlet. This is a significant matter in the 
socialization of any child. Activities that in another context might be considered normal 
and acceptable are treated as misbehavior when there is insufficient space available 
(Newson and Newson, 1965). There is a need for longitudinal research to consider the 
implications over time of such conditions for social and moral development. 
When neighbors live in close quarters, and particularly when sound proofing is 
inadequate, parents are put in the position of having to control and subdue children in 
order that nearby residents not be disturbed (Zinn, 1980). Television is frequently used 
as a device to occupy children and manage family tension (Parke, 1978). Under such 
conditions, developmental opportunities for children must often take second place to 
expedient management. Crowded conditions not only increase the need for discipline, 
but may also limit the forms of discipline that are available to parents. Using “time out”, 
for instance, is not possible if there is not a separate “child proof’ room for a child to be 
sent to (Sharp, 1984). 
Household Conditions and Punitive Parenting 
A number of investigators have related specific household conditions to punitive 
parenting practices (Newson and Newson, 1965; Peterman, 1981; Rainwater, 1966; 
Sharp, 1984). Peterman, in her work with abusive and neglectful parents, has found 
that space in the home is a critical variable in child abuse cases. Older children, she 
argues, are less frequently victimized because they can put distance between themselves 
and an angry adult. Babies and toddlers often “set parents off’ because they are 
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underfoot. For both parents and children, the ability to get away from a potentially 
explosive situation can be critical. Parents frequently spoke to Peterman of their need 
for a place to withdraw to as a vital ingredient in maintaining a sense of control. Both 
Peterman and Sharp (1984) point to the importance of outdoor access as a preventive 
measure in families threatened by abuse, not only to release tension, but also to expose 
both parents and children to the beneficial effects of contact with neighbors. 
While the opportunity to break contact may be critical in maintaining both adult 
and child equilibrium, privacy in a larger sense may in fact foster child abuse. 
Garbarino (1977) discusses the high value placed on privacy in this society, and argues 
that it may be misused as a justification for social isolation, which has been strongly 
linked to abusive behavior. While the tendency for family life to take place behind 
closed doors does not in itself cause abuse, it can allow abuse to happen if other 
conditions are also present. 
Housing and Resilience 
In the same way that inadequate housing can contribute to family tension and 
even to abuse, decent housing can support responsive parenting and resilience in 
children. In their recent study of the determinants of resilience in low-income, low- 
birthweight children in poverty, Bradley et al (1994) claim that the largest role is played 
by the conditions of the physical surroundings and the quality of the parenting these 
children receive. The most important protective factors were found to be low density, 
safe play areas, a varied environment, and responsive parenting. By contrast, 
differences in social support, time spent in day care, and birth of another child had little 
effect. Since it is clear that a stressful physical environment can detract markedly from 
the capacity of parents to be responsive and nurturing, Bradley’s study points 
dramatically to the range of ways in which the physical environment of the home can 
affect children, both directly, and indirectly through the effect it has on the parent’s 
subjective state. 
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Relocation 
The issue of relocation is not necessarily related to that of housing conditions in 
most cases, but among the poor the connection is strong. There is a general lack of 
attention in the literature to the patterns and ramifications of relocation among the 
housed poor, but anecdotal evidence suggests that for families living in poverty, the 
attempt to escape intolerable living conditions through relocation is frequent. Relocation 
is an issue which has received considerable attention in the social sciences, and 
although most attention has been paid to a few distinct groups (the military, those who 
are relocated for professional reasons, and elderly people moving into residential care 
programs), many of the findings are relevant for this review. 
Some investigators have pointed out that relocation, on balance, can be a 
positive experience, associated with an improvement in living conditions, and that the 
ramifications of mobility depend on a range of social and individual factors (Heller, 
1982; Hormuth, 1990; Stokols and Shumaker, 1982). But research for the most part 
has emphasized the stressful aspects of moving. Leff and colleagues, examining the life 
events preceding depressive illness, found that 45% of depressive patients had moved 
in the preceding year. Of the 20 stressful events uncovered, relocation was the third 
most frequent (cited in Weissman and Paykel, 1972). Sluzki, in a review of the 
literature, claims that personal stress and family conflict are an almost unavoidable by¬ 
product of relocation. There is mounting evidence, he says, that in the years following 
a move, there is more alcohol abuse, family violence, marital breakdown, and more 
accidents and disease for both parents and children (Sluzki, 1990). 
Makowsky and colleagues report that the effects of relocation are not short 
term, but tend to be deeper and more enduring (1988). Although some studies indicate 
that voluntary relocation is less likely to produce detrimental effects, other evidence 
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points to patterns of depression even among those who willingly move to improve their 
circumstances (Weissman and Paykel, 1972). 
One of the effects of relocation is the breakdown of social networks. Not only 
are old connections made more difficult to sustain, but there is evidence that those who 
are highly mobile show little personal involvement in the new neighborhood and 
community (Stokols, Shumaker, and Martinez, 1983). Dissatisfaction with social 
relationships is reported as a consequence of frequent relocation (Brett, 1982). 
The Long Term Ramifications of Poor Housing 
One of the implications of the literature on the meaning of home, and 
particularly Tognoli and Horwitz’s work (1982), is that the childhood experience and 
memory of home may influence not only the sense of what home is, but perhaps the 
capacity to make a place that is “homelike”. Chawla (1992) has postulated a connection 
between the early experience of home and Bowlby’s theory of attachment. Sustained, 
predictable nurturance from a primary caregiver during the early years, says Bowlby, is 
fundamental to healthy development (Bowlby, 1969). Chawla argues that positive place 
attachments are also significant for the development of a sense of identity and security. 
A further parallel to Bowlby’s theory might be suggested. Bowlby argues that 
disturbed attachment affects a child’s subsequent capacity to form close and trusting 
human relationships. If the childhood experience of home has been one of insecurity 
and deprivation, this might similarly affect the capacity to establish a home that meets 
the need for security, comfort and permanence. While I have not seen research that 
specifically investigates this connection, there is material that points in this direction. In 
her recent book, which discusses the relationships that people form with their houses. 
Cooper Marcus (1995) describes a few cases which suggest that frequent moves during 
childhood, or a pattern of staying one step ahead of the rent-collector, may be 
associated with difficulty later on in becoming involved in a home in any satisfying 
way. There is some support for this notion, too, in the work that Bassuk has done 
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with homeless families in Boston (1986). She claims that the majority of the homeless 
women she interviewed come from very disorganized families, and have a history of 
early disruption. They also, by and large, have been unsuccessful in establishing stable 
homes themselves, even when housing was available. There are undoubtedly many 
factors at work here besides the early experience of housing; certainly the quality of the 
housing currently available would have a significant influence on the capacity to 
establish a comforting home. However it is quite possible that parents who have 
themselves not experienced the benefits of secure and adequate housing may have 
difficulty providing the experience of a stable and satisfying home for their own 
children.This is an area that calls for longitudinal research. 
Housing and Control 
While parents generally have some sort of child rearing philosophy and a set of 
norms and values that they want to communicate to their children, they do not have 
unlimited scope for expressing their goals, but are constrained by life’s realities in their 
day-to-day handling of their children. One of the most significant constraints, as 
described here, is that presented by the housing they are able to afford, and the 
limitations inherent in that housing. Parents are often forced to cope in situations they 
haven’t chosen, and that are far from ideal. 
At the same time it is important to acknowledge the role that meaning plays in 
mediating the physical circumstances of life. Conditions that in one situation might be 
viewed as intolerable can be seen in another situation as quite acceptable. Rural 
homesteaders make do by choice without the amenities that would be considered 
essential in even a low income housing project. Material conditions are undoubtedly 
important; contaminated water supplies and exposure to lead paint affect the quality of 
life regardless of the meaning attached to them. But many of the issues raised by 
housing are a function of a complex relationship between material reality and the ways 
that reality is understood. 
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The issue of control is critical. What is perhaps most significant about the 
physical quality of housing is the degree to which it undermines or supports the sense 
of control that parents feel over their circumstances. Families who feel helpless with 
regard to the physical conditions of their lives are likely to be handicapped in their 
capacity to rear children effectively. When we consider how the physical environment 
of the home influences parents, we are looking at only one side of the issue. Child 
rearing practices are shaped by the home environment, but they also shape it. The 
material realities of housing are significant, but the meanings that parents bring to these 
realities dramatically affect the environments they provide for their children. 
“In Order to”: The Use of the Home Environment 
Parents, either consciously or unconsciously, organize their surroundings and 
use them as a means of control, a way of creating opportunities for their children, and 
an instrument for transmitting cultural values and norms. Parental and social beliefs 
about children’s capacities and development are a significant influence in this process. 
The last section looked at parents as they react to constraints in the household 
environment; here I will consider literature that views parents as active agents in 
shaping the material world that their children occupy. 
The capacity of parents to organize their children’s surroundings in this way 
varies; parents who are poor are likely to have less control over their physical 
environment than those who are financially secure. But all parents to some degree make 
decisions that shape the world their children occupy. Even homeless mothers in 
shelters, deprived of almost all control, and forced to live out the mother/child 
relationship in public, retain the ability to organize cots or mattresses on the floor as 
they see fit, and to say “no” to a child bouncing a basketball in an inappropriate place 
(Boxill and Beatty, 1990). 
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A Theoretical Overview 
Although there is little in the field of psychology that explicitly discusses the 
physical environment as an instrument of socialization, the work of Jaan Valsiner is a 
notable exception. His contribution is particularly helpful and provocative in its attempt 
to understand the dynamics underlying the transactions between family, culture, and 
home environment. 
In his book, Culture and the development of children’s action: a cultural- 
historical theory of developmental psychology (1987). Valsiner describes the 
developing child as embedded in a meaningful environment which is organized by the 
culture through the child’s caregivers, and which functions as a medium through 
which the child both acquires and transforms the culture. He describes this environment 
as “zoned” or structured by sets of boundaries which influence the child’s actions. 
There is the “Zone of Free Movement” or ZFM, and the “Zone of Promoted Action” or 
ZPA, and these, together with Vygotsky’s “Zone of Proximal Development” (ZPD), 
define the structure, both physical and social, of the developing child’s world. 
The ZFM describes the limits of a child’s freedom of choice and action at any 
given time and place. It structures the child’s access to different areas, the availability of 
objects within those areas, and the acceptable ways of using those objects. The child’s 
caregiver is the gatekeeper of the ZFM, which is set up to organize and regulate the 
child’s relationship with the environment, and to channel the development of the child 
in directions that are acceptable to the culture. The ZFM is reconstructed when it 
becomes obsolete, or when child and caregiver enter a novel environment. In time these 
ZFM’s become internalized by the child, and function as an inhibitory psychological 
mechanism. 
The ZPA is oriented to the promotion of new skills or desired behavior for the 
child. Valsiner offers as an example an occasion of free play for a toddler in a 
livingroom (the ZFM in this case). The parents may try to interest the child in looking at 
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an alphabet book (the ZPA), and the child may respond, or may avoid the opportunity 
by exploring other options available within the ZFM. The ZPA is by definition non¬ 
binding unless it is made equivalent to the ZFM. Ideally, in order to be effective for the 
child’s development, the ZPA should operate within Vygotsky’s ZPD, a concept which 
defines the cognitive area within which the child is ready for new learning. 
Valsiner uses this theoretical construct to look at infant and toddler mealtimes. 
By following a number of infants over a period of time, (from approximately six 
months of age to two years), he was able to observe the way in which their 
development proceeded within this culturally structured setting. “The mealtime 
context,” says Valsiner, “includes the cultural expectations that are coded into fixed- 
feature objects that surround the child in this context. Some of these objects are directly 
usable by the child, others serve to make up the structural context for the development 
of new actions.” Overtime mealtimes change gradually from being parent controlled to 
being child controlled, but they always remain within culturally constrained boundaries. 
The mother allows the child to experiment with food and feeding utensils, and to eat 
unassisted unless and until the child’s actions go beyond the ZFM that has been 
established for the occasion. 
The material and spatial context, in Valsiner’s approach, is integral to 
socialization. His work is also truly developmental in the sense that it follows this 
process over time. His model, in short, is a comprehensive approach for investigating 
the child’s socialization as a contextual and transactional phenomenon. 
While Valsiner’s overview is particularly relevant to this enterprise, the work of 
researchers and theorists from other fields supplements his model, and contributes to a 
fuller understanding of the transactions between parent and child in the context of the 
meaningfully structured home environment. 
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Spatial Organization 
Social relationships within the home are mediated by the organization of the 
physical environment. Decisions about who uses what space, when, and for what 
purposes, are critical to family process and to the socialization of children into the 
culture and the family. Some parts of the house are intended for use by everyone, some 
for only one person, and some under only certain circumstances, or for certain 
purposes. The use of the kitchen, a formal sitting room, the parents’ bedroom, the 
bathroom, are all governed by understandings about such matters as privacy, decorum, 
identity, possession, and relationship to the wider community. These understandings 
set limits on the general range of a child’s action opportunities, and also communicate 
the structures and values of society. 
The Allocation of Space. Any household must fulfdl multiple functions in a 
limited amount of space. The way in which that space is allocated reflects and 
communicates family priorities. Many families, for instance, feel it is imperative to have 
a formal sitting or dining room for special occasions, even in a house that may be small 
for their day-to-day needs. Other families might give precedence to play space for 
children, or to work space for the pursuit of a special interest. Such decisions have 
practical but also symbolic implications. 
Architect Alexander (1985) describes the decisions made by a group of Mexican 
families in the course of the construction of their houses. All of the houses were to be 
the same size. The way the space was broken up, however, could vary. Some families 
chose to have a large common living area for time spent together and with friends. 
Other families preferred to limit their social space so that they could have larger, 
separate bedrooms for their children. This, they felt, would encourage good study 
habits and help to insure a more secure future. These kinds of decisions express 
different values in life and communicate distinct expectations to children. 
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Beliefs about status can also be communicated through the allocation of 
household space. Many houses in our society, for instance, have “master” bedrooms 
which are relatively large compared to the other bedrooms in the house, and which may 
have a bathroom or dressing room attached to them. It is generally assumed that this 
larger bedroom will go to parents, in spite of the fact that children use their bedrooms 
more actively, and are expected to spend more time in them (Johnson, Shack and Oster, 
1980). Formal sitting rooms, reserved for display or quiet social time, also 
communicate to children the privileged status of the adult world. 
The Social Regulation of Space. Household rules about territory, either spoken 
or unspoken, are basic to family functioning (Anthony, 1984; Parke, 1978; Sebba and 
Churchman, 1986.) Family systems theorists Kantor and Lehr (1975), drawing on data 
from a study of 19 families and from their own practice as family therapists, contend 
that the regulation of space is the key variable in the transactions of families. Family 
process, they say, is driven primarily by understandings regarding distance. The 
boundaries and organization put in place by the family regulate the traffic of people, 
things, and ideas, and define relationships within the home, and between the family and 
the larger community. 
Household understandings about privacy are a good case in point. It has been 
noted that this tends to vary with the age of the child. The older children are, the more 
attention is paid to privacy regulation (Heidmets, 1985; Parke, 1978). The highest 
incidence of knocking, says Parke, is by fathers on their daughters’ bedroom doors. 
These kinds of rules are important vehicles for communicating both family and social 
values. 
Children have their own ideas about the ways they wish to use space, and these 
do not always mesh with adult expectations. French psychosociologist, M.J. 
Chombart de Lauwe (1976), looks specifically at children’s attempts to appropriate 
space as part of the process of socialization. This, she claims, is a phenomenon 
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common to all children; to take possession of, to modify, or to become emotionally 
attached to certain places within their universe. The degree to which this process is 
promoted, accepted, or opposed by adults is a function of both the status of the places 
in question, and the status of the children. The responses of adults to children’s 
attempts at appropriation reflect back to them the values and ideology of the adult 
world. This is not simply an incidental process in the lives of children, but is 
fundamental to their indoctrination as socialized beings. Built space reflects the norms 
of a society, and the behavior that is permitted or encouraged in that space is structured 
by those norms. 
A good example of this process is to be found in the sleeping arrangements 
made available for small children. Most societies in the world assume that infants and 
young children will sleep close to other family members, either in bed with the mother, 
or at the very least sharing a room or a bed with siblings. Developmental 
anthropologists Whiting and Edwards, in their consideration of child rearing practices 
in eleven communities (1988), point out that only in the United States are infants ever 
routinely separated from others for sleep. Here, both the physical arrangement of 
homes and the advice of health professionals contribute to the expectation that small 
children will sleep in their own beds and ideally in their own rooms. This practice has 
been related to the value that middle class north American society places on 
independence. A reliance on others during the night is assumed to interfere with the 
child’s growth towards separation and autonomy (Abbott,1992; Kawasaki et al, 1994; 
Trevathan and McKenna, 1994). 
This practice can be uncomfortable for both parents and children. Observers 
note that disturbed sleep among infants and small children is the most common cause 
for visits to pediatricians in the USA (Anders and Taylor, 1994). In Japan, by contrast, 
where co-sleeping is common, problems with sleep are seldom reported (Kawasaki et 
al, 1994). Most young children find ways of expressing their preference for sleeping in 
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the parents’ bed. The response to this attempted “appropriation”, to use Chombart de 
Lauwe’s term, conveys a good deal to the child about his or her world, and how it is to 
be coped with. An unquestioning acceptance of the need for closeness, a determined 
enforcement of separation, or the kind of ambivalence that characterizes the attitude of 
many parents in our society, each in its own way constructs in children a set of 
assumptions about themselves and their connections to other people. 
The Meaning of Things 
The function of the home environment as a socializing medium is not expressed 
solely through the organization and regulation of space. As Valsiner makes clear in his 
discussion of toddler mealtimes, the objects with which children are surrounded are 
also deeply significant to their development as members of a culture. 
Objects and the Structuring of Self. In their discussion of the the role of 
household objects in socialization, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) take 
a perspective that owes much to G. H. Mead’s theory of identity formation (1934). 
Their unique study. The meaning of things: domestic symbols and the self, crosses the 
boundaries between anthropology, sociology, and philosophy. 
The authors see socialization as a process which leads to “shared structures of 
attention”, or an orientation towards the same set of goals. Objects, they argue, are 
critical to this process; they define what a person can do, and because what a person 
does is to a great extent what he or she is, they are instrumental in shaping the 
development of the self. The use of an object reveals social goals and expectations; to 
use something in a culturally appropriate way is to become part of the web of meaning 
that constitutes the culture. 
Objects in the home are particularly significant in this process, for obvious 
reasons. In the home we are most generally surrounded by things that are particularly 
meaningful to us, things that we have chosen and have control over, that we use 
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regularly, or like to have near at hand. These objects most closely define the self, and 
create an “ecology of signs” that both reflects and shapes the owner. The home is thus a 
normative entity, as well as a symbolic environment. “Like some strange race of 
cultural gastropods,” say the authors, “people build homes out of their essence, shells 
to shelter their personality. But, then, these symbolic projections react on their creators, 
in turn shaping the selves they are” (p. 138). 
Household Objects and Rules. Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Hal ton’s 
account of the role of domestic objects clarifies the process through which our 
surroundings are invested with goals and intentions which expand our sense of self and 
relate us to the larger society. However, they do not discuss the implications of this 
process for child rearing. A fine complement to their work, and one which provides 
this missing ingredient, is the recent contribution of Wood and Beck (1994), a rich 
account of the complex relationship between parent, child, culture, and household 
objects . In Home Rules Wood, a geographer, and Beck, a psychologist, look at the 
Wood family living room and discuss the hundreds of rules associated with the room 
and the objects within it. These rules were articulated and collected with the help of 
Wood’s wife and sons. 
Any room, argue Wood and Beck, embodies the values and meanings of the 
people who live in it and who have selected, arranged, and preserved its contents. 
Generally these values need not be explicitly verbalized; they are written into the room. 
For children, though, this verbalization is necessary because they are apprentices in 
their understanding of the culture. The presence of children activates adults to express 
these values in the form of prescriptive rules: that clock is not something to play with; 
no running in here; don 7 put your feet on the couch; don 7 press the button when 
something is playing. By articulating these rules, parents protect the room and the 
cultural values it manifests, but they also reproduce the culture by instilling these values 
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into their children. To uncover the values that are latent in a given environment, all one 
has to do is to come up with the rules that the presence of children inspires. 
What Wood and Beck refer to as rules, Valsiner calls constraints, but they are 
discussing the same process. Like Valsiner, Wood and Beck acknowledge the 
impossibility of separating the parent-child relationship from the physical context, and 
they reflect closely upon processes which are normally taken for granted. No other 
material that I am aware of addresses quite so explicitly the mechanisms through which 
the material world becomes an instrument of socialization. 
The Parents’ Role in Selecting Objects. Children are acculturated not only 
through the rules associated with family possessions in general, but also through the 
objects that parents and the culture deem to be appropriate for their particular use. 
Children’s toys and furnishings are far from neutral in their significance, but say a 
good deal about parental and social expectations. 
A study of boys’ and girls’ bedrooms by Rheingold and Cook (1975) looks at 
the contents of the rooms of 48 boys and 48 girls from the ages of one to six. The 
homes selected for study were all in well-to-do residential areas, in order to insure the 
likelihood that children would have their own rooms. The researchers found significant 
differences between boys’ and girls’ rooms both in content and decoration. To a large 
extent boys’ rooms were provided with toys and furnishings that encouraged sports 
and activities outdoors or away from home. Girls, on the other hand, were surrounded 
by objects that encouraged home-related activities. The authors note that the relatively 
high educational and socio-economic level of the sample led them to expect that these 
parents would be ready to challenge cultural stereotypes, but that this was not the case. 
They concede that parents might have been influenced in their purchases by children’s 
preferences, but in the end conclude that, given the ages of the children, parents were 
guided by “some more compelling set of principles/’ 
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Historical approaches lend a useful perspective to any consideration of material 
culture. Calvert’s book. Children in the House (1992k is particularly helpful in 
revealing the ways that social beliefs structure the choice of items made available for 
children. Calvert presents a comprehensive account of the everyday objects used in 
rearing middle-class American children from colonial times to the turn of the twentieth 
century. She discusses dress, toys, furniture, and equipment as expressions of the 
society’s changing vision of childhood over time, and as instruments in the 
socialization of children. During the seventeenth century, for instance, when mortality 
was high and nature a force to be reckoned with, the emphasis was on fashioning 
children as quickly as possible into an upright semblance of civilized adulthood; such 
infant furnishings as the corset and the standing stool were designed to propel young 
children into early erectness and self-sufficiency. In the nineteenth century the concept 
of childhood became increasingly romanticized, and the elaborate cribs, perambulators, 
and clothing of Victorian times were designed to contain, protect, and present childish 
innocence. Calvert makes a strong case for considering the material artifacts of 
childhood as a powerful factor in socializing children according to prevailing norms. 
Conformity and Identity 
When they make decisions about the environments their children occupy, 
parents act as agents in the expression and transmission of prevalent social norms and 
values. Their choices from this perspective may be more or less conscious, and often 
may seem more automatic than the word “decision” would imply. 
At the same time, while patterns of household organization reflect wider social 
and cultural norms, individual families also make particular choices and decisions 
within those wider parameters. In Valsiner’s toddler mealtimes, or instance, the ZFM 
for the occasion may vary a good deal from family to family. Messes and 
experimentation that are tolerated in one household may be more severely regulated in 
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another. These kinds of decisions communicate to children particular family beliefs and 
standards about a range of matters, all of which contribute to family identity. 
Messages from the larger society about what a home is supposed to be are hard 
to avoid. Children’s exposure both to the media and to the homes of other people give 
them a sense of the degree to which their own residence and living patterns conform or 
fail to conform to a variety of norms. The way that families choose to deal with their 
household space has more than practical significance; it also demonstrates the extent to 
which they identify with or reject local standards or those of the wider society, and it 
helps to situate them within the culture (Duncan and Duncan, 1976; Weisner and 
Weibel, 1981). The level of outdoor maintenance, the decision to use or not use 
curtains, to have or not have television, to eat in the kitchen or in the diningroom, to 
make beds or not make beds, all communicate to children not only the range of 
behavior that is considered appropriate within the family, but also their parents’ feelings 
about convention and identity. Household norms, rituals, and patterns of spatial 
interaction are fundamental to a child’s understanding of his or her family’s 
identification with a particular worldview. 
Developmental Opportunities for Children 
The decisions parents make about household space and possessions are 
important not only for the cultural norms that they communicate; as Valsiner makes 
clear, they also affect the developmental opportunities made available to children. The 
case can of course be made that these “developmental opportunities” are nothing more 
than cultural norms — an expression of the value we place as a society on a particular 
set of social and cognitive outcomes. However, since the cultural perspective of this 
review is that of developmental psychology, it seems appropriate to pay particular 
attention to some of the ways that parents structure their environments to support these 
outcomes. 
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There is a good deal of research in the field of environmental psychology that 
focusses on the developmental implications of the organization, modification, and 
regulation of household space (see for example Johnson, 1987; Moore, 1987; Wachs, 
1987; White et al, 1973; Wohlwill and Heft, 1987). There are, for instance, various 
ways in which parents can adapt residential space for the needs of young children (or 
simply permit children to appropriate it). Children’s activities can be encouraged or 
permitted in areas which might otherwise be reserved for formal social occasions, and 
furnishings can be chosen which do not have to be protected from children’s play. 
Provisions can be made for both active play indoors and potentially messy projects. 
Toys and supplies can be stored so that they are accessible to children without adult 
help; and kitchens and other work areas can be laid out in ways that allow children to 
participate in household chores. Space, both indoors and out, can be designed or 
modified with children’s safety in mind, so that active play and exploration are not 
unnecessarily limited. These kinds of modifications and compromises enhance the 
developmental opportunities of children in many ways, and for this reason are a 
significant factor in child rearing. Household space that is organized to promote 
exploration, active play, and creative expression does much to foster both physical and 
cognitive development and the growth of autonomy (Chawla, 1991; Johnson, Shack, 
and Oster, 1980; Moore, 1987; Zinn,1980). 
Modifications that address parents’ needs in a house geared to children are also 
important. I have seen no literature dealing with this issue, but have been struck by 
some of the ingenious arrangements parents devise. One young mother was observed 
giving her toddlers free run in a large child-proofed space, while she lowered herself 
into a playpen with her armchair, coffee, and knitting. 
The Role of the Child 
In discussing the material environments that parents make available for their 
children, it is important to remember the contribution of the child. Children are not 
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merely passive recipients of parental decisions. Wood and Beck (1994) see children as 
active collaborators in the process of making and transmitting culture. Household rules 
may initially be imposed, but, as these authors point out, such imposition has little 
chance of success without the participation of children. Where rules are arbitrary, 
children will often create explanations for them; it is important to them that their world 
make sense. 
But children also challenge rules and customs as a way of experimenting with 
independence and competence, and as Chombart de Lauwe (1976) points out, they are 
active appropriators of space. Family culture becomes modified and transformed along 
the way as part of their transaction with the home environment (Corsaro and Miller, 
1992; Valsiner, 1987). What was a formal dining room may become a Lego empire, or 
the site for other on-going projects. 
The traits of individual children also influence the opportunities that parents 
make available in the home. Iltus, in his recent work on home safety management 
strategies of parents (1994), offers a good example. Parental strategies, he finds, are 
distinctly related to the behavior and personality characteristics of the child. Parents 
with children who are particularly adept for their age tend to use safety devices rather 
than strategies that depend more on active intervention. In general Iltus found that child 
characteristics tend to be one factor among several in determining parental safety 
strategies. In some cases however, for instance in a family with a very hyperactive 
child, the child might in fact be the driving force behind the organization of the 
household. 
A Statement of the Problem 
This diverse body of literature, drawing on research and speculation from a 
broad range of the social sciences, creates a picture with two very distinct sides to it.. 
One perspective considers the material reality of housing and the ways that it shapes 
and constrains parental patterns of behavior as well as the activities of children. 
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Although all housing imposes limits of some kinds, this phenomenon is most 
poignantly evident in the world of the poor. 
The other perspective looks at the home as a culturally constructed environment, 
a medium through which norms and expectations are expressed and communicated. We 
find compelling support here for the notion that the home is a fundamental instrument 
of socialization for children. Through their organization of household space and the 
provision of objects within it, parents make available to their children a range of action 
opportunities. These opportunities define to a large extent how children will spend 
their time, but also communicate to them what kind of place the world is and what sort 
of behavior is appropriate in it. If the parents of an eight month old, for example, 
arrange their home to allow for safe, independent play in stimulating surroundings, the 
child is likely to develop the understanding that exploration and experimentation are 
both acceptable and rewarding ways of interacting with the world. 
But what happens if the only home the family can afford prohibits this kind of 
play? What happens if there is no space for crawling, if there are exposed heat pipes, or 
if the floor is too cold? What becomes then of the child’s impulse to explore and 
experiment? Will the parents, if it comes to that, have had an opportunity to consider 
what their beliefs are with regard to exploration, or will the stress of keeping the baby 
from falling off the bed one more time render such speculation irrelevant or frivolous? 
The literature on the home as an instrument of socialization presupposes a level of 
control over the material circumstances of life which may be absent for many parents in 
poverty. 
The capacity that parents have to socialize children through their structuring of 
the home environment is contingent on the degree of control that they exercise over 
their housing. This control offers them the opportunity to experiment with their 
surroundings and to develop solutions that best integrate their child’s needs, their 
personal beliefs, and the imperatives of the culture. When, through poverty or other 
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extreme circumstances, parents are denied the opportunity to construct a home 
environment in accordance with their own values and the norms of their society, their 
capacity to rear children as integrated members of that society must be seriously 
hampered. Rather than transmitting a “culture of poverty” (Lewis, 1963), it is possible 
that their ability to preserve and transmit a culture of any kind is challenged. 
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981), in one brief passage, acknowledge this 
issue. “The material environment that surrounds us," they say, "is rarely neutral; it 
either helps the forces of chaos that make life random and disorganized or it helps to 
give purpose and direction to one’s life” (p. 16). 
LeVine’s hierarchical approach to child rearing (1988) suggests that when 
survival and economic viability are problematic, cultural values are unlikely to be seen 
by parents as a priority. Rainwater, similarly, argues that unless housing meets the 
basic human need for shelter, it cannot fulfill the more complex needs associated with 
self-realization (1966). The work reviewed here suggests that this is not simply a matter 
of priorities, but that perhaps the very fabric of which culture is made becomes frayed 
and weak when the home fails to function as a supportive environment. It is important 
to understand more fully the qualities that are critical in order for housing to be able to 
support a sense of purpose and direction in life. 
While the existing literature suggests a range of ways in which inadequate 
housing may sabotage parents, it tells us very little about the actual strategies that 
parents employ in the face of challenging conditions. It is important that we look more 
closely at the day to day lives of families within their homes in order to gain a clearer 
understanding of the predicament of parents in poverty, their responses to this 
predicament, and the potential ramifications for their children. 
In the end the goal is a practical one. More than ever in this era of reduced 
funding, we need to know how families can be helped to extract maximum benefit 
from the resources available to them. We need to find ways to promote a sense of 
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control for families in difficult circumstances, so that, as far as possible within existing 
constraints, they are able to structure an environment for their children that is 
meaningful in their own eyes. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODS 
Initial Decisions 
The aim of this study was to come to a clearer understanding of the contribution 
that housing makes to the relationship between parents and children, and to the 
strategies that parents use in rearing their children, particularly in cases of chronic 
poverty. Rather than testing particular hypotheses, the intention was to clarify as far as 
possible the broad range of concerns raised by this topic. 
If there is any one thing that the literature as a whole points to, it is the 
complexity of these kinds of relationships and their transactional nature. Housing 
becomes a factor in family functioning on many levels, both through its direct effects 
on growth and development, its capacity to alleviate or contribute to stress, and its 
function as a material expression of beliefs and values. Its contribution is felt on both 
the practical, physical side of life, and in the realm of meaning and identity. To gain a 
better understanding of what housing means in the lives of poor families and in the 
rearing of their children, it was important to look at this relationship in all of its 
complexity. 
This necessitated a close and detailed study of a small number of families over 
an extended period of time. Only by becoming truly familiar with parents and children 
in the context of their day-to-day lives in their homes, could I hope to acquire the kind 
of information I needed to appreciate the subtleties of their relationships with their 
housing and with one another. Sustained contact would allow not only for familiarity, 
but would also make it possible to to observe potential changes in these families lives, 
and to gain a more dynamic sense of the contribution that housing can make over time 
in the ecology of family life. Time and frequent contact would also permit an open- 
ended approach, which would make it possible to respond to issues as they emerged, to 
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adjust my own preconceptions, and to gain as far as possible an emic sense of the 
meaning of housing in the lives of the participants. 
Deciding on the Setting 
Because the detailed focus of the project called for sustained contact with 
families, I decided to work close to home in the town of Brookfield2 in southern 
Vermont, where it would be possible to deal in a flexible and responsive way with 
participants. While research on issues of poverty more typically focusses on large 
urban areas, the housing problems faced by poor residents of Vermont towns are by no 
means unique. Dilapidation, overcrowding, lack of outdoor access, rundown 
neighborhoods, and high rents are unfortunately all too common. While the numbers in 
Vermont are relatively small, in terms of percentages the state is close to the national 
average for households with children that have housing problems. Thirty one percent of 
all households with children in the state suffer from inadequate housing conditions 
(Kaufman, 1996). 
Brookfield, a town of 12,000, is a vital and appealing place. It was recently 
listed in the top ten of America’s 100 most desirable small towns. But despite the 
prosperity of many who live there, the town is home to increasing numbers of poor, 
marginal families for whom housing is an ongoing concern. Poverty is not a racial 
issue in Brookfield. Although the area is gradually becoming more racially mixed as 
people move in from cities to the south, poverty in Vermont is still predominantly 
white, as were the participants in this study. 
Finding the Participants 
In order to find participants, a transitional housing project in Brookfield was 
approached which dealt with with families whose experience with a range of both sub¬ 
standard and improved housing would be helpful to this project. 
2 The name of the town, like that of the participants, has been changed to protect confidentiality. 
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The Contact Program 
This transitional program helps to provide local families who have been 
homeless, or at risk for homelessness, with low-cost secure apartments and the support 
of a social worker who visits them weekly and helps them navigate their way through 
the next two years. Together with the social worker these families draw up a plan of 
action to stabilize their lives. This might involve rehabilitation of some kind, job 
training, help with interviews, or ultimately the search for independent housing. The 
project currently serves 12 families, about half of them in a limited supply of non-profit 
subsidized housing run by a local landtrust, and the rest in less desirable low-income 
apartments throughout the town. 
The three families in this study had very different relationships with this 
organization. One had dropped out of the program before the study began, but managed 
to keep their subsidized apartment. Another left town during the course of the year, as 
their time in the program drew to an end, and they became homeless again temporarily. 
The third family remains with the program, but was moved during the year from 
crowded and dilapidated housing to one of the landtrust’s pleasantest apartments. 
The fact that these families had the support of the program’s social worker 
(albeit very briefly in one case) would have complicated this project if the research 
design had been more experimental in nature. It would have been difficult indeed to 
untangle the effects of the housing from those of the support. Given the nature of this 
study, however, this added variable was not an issue. There have been other equally 
influential sources of support (and stress) in the lives of these families, whether they be 
connections with other social service organizations, relationships with extended family 
members, or involvement with neighbors. Their social support networks, or the lack of 
them, do not invalidate the meaning that their housing holds for them. And it is worth 
bearing in mind the recent findings of Bradley and colleagues (1994), who maintain 
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that the physical conditions of the home are, in fact, a more significant determinant of 
resilience than are sources of social support. 
Making Contact 
The director of transitional housing project, constrained by the need for 
confidentiality, and by respect for his clients’ privacy, could not give out names and 
addresses. He was willing, however, to give each of their families a letter describing 
the nature of the project. Those who were interested in hearing more about it were 
encouraged to tell their outreach worker, who would then pass on their names and 
addresses. 
I eventually got four names back. None of these families had telephones, and 
they appeared not to answer letters. In the end it was necessary to go by each of their 
apartments, hoping to find them at home and responsive. One of the potential 
participants was a single father who worked long hours, and saw his children only on 
alternate weekends. In spite of his interest in the project, he was reluctant to interrupt 
his limited time with his children, and decided not to pursue it. 
Three young woman, though, decided to become involved. While all were 
initially cautious about the project, a discussion of its aims appeared to satisfy their 
concerns. I had anticipated that the requisite informed consent form (see Appendix 1), 
couched as it had to be in terms that outlined the range of possible risks they ran by 
becoming involved in the project, might cause them uneasiness. Instead, though, they 
seemed reassured by the legitimacy that it gave the project. In each case they were 
requested to set a date for our next meeting, a practice which continued for a few 
months, until our interactions became less formal, and I began to drop by 
unannounced. 
The plan initially was to find five or six families to participate in the project. As 
work began with these three families, however, it became increasingly clear that 
limiting the project to this smaller group would facilitate the kind of detailed focus that 
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the study demanded. I was initially uneasy about the degree to which I would have to 
depend on these few families and their interest in staying involved. But all three women 
appeared to be enthusiastic about the project, and willing to commit themselves to it. 
Rather than continuing to search for participants, I decided to take full advantage of the 
contacts I had. 
Although there was no plan in advance to focus on mothers rather than fathers, 
in each of these three households it was the woman who volunteered for the project. 
There was a man in each household (not always the father), and in all three cases they 
were depended on for some childcare. The mothers, though, were the primary 
caregivers. I came to know two of the men over time, but it was a slower process, and 
the research focussed on the women and their children. 
The Participants 
The young women who volunteered to participate in this project have in 
common the fact that they are attempting to raise children in poverty.3 All three 
dropped out of high school and have little in the way of formal skills. But they are far 
more different than they are alike, and they would defy any attempt to arrive at a profile 
of the small town mother in chronic poverty. Their backgrounds, their family life as 
children, their relationships with men, their dealings with their children, and their 
plans for the future are distinctly different. They and their families will be presented in 
greater detail in the following chapter, but in order to clarify some of the methodoloical 
issues raised by the project, brief descriptions are offered here. 
Liz. Liz, at 22, was the youngest of these three women. She grew up in 
extreme poverty, moving with her parents from one substandard apartment to another 
in the general area of Brookfield. She dropped out of school when she became pregnant 
3 Federally established guidelines set the poverty level for a family of four at $14,350 a year. For a 
family of six it is $19,270 (Federal Register, Feb 12, 1993). The families in this study are all 
surviving at less than thvvo thirds of those amounts. 
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at the age of 15, and she and her husband Joseph are now the parents of four boys 
ranging in age from two to six. Although there have been odd jobs and brief periods of 
employment, neither Liz nor Joseph has ever held a regular job. A year and a half ago 
Liz and her family were accepted by the transitional housing program and moved into a 
subsidized landtrust apartment, a significant improvement over the seriously inadequate 
housing they had always occupied. Liz dropped out of the transitional program after a 
few months because she disliked its social service component, but fortunately the 
family was able to keep their landtrust apartment. 
Clarissa. Clarissa, 24, was bom across the state line in New Hampshire, and 
lived at different times with each of her divorced parents in various parts of the country, 
moving frequently in response to the need for work. She was an abused and difficult 
child. At the age of 16 she left school, moved out on her own, and embarked on a 
series of troubled relationships. She has a five year old son and a two year old daughter 
by different fathers, neither of whom she married. Recently she married Ben, a 
disabled older man. Clarissa entered the transitional housing program a year and a half 
ago, but had to wait for ten months to move into a subsidized landtrust apartment. 
Neither Ben nor Clarissa work, but Clarissa, with the support of the program, has been 
involved in job training. 
Hope. In contrast to the other two women, Hope’s early life was relatively 
stable. She grew up in Hartford, a member of a large family in a poor working class 
neighborhood. But when her mother died and her father remarried, she dropped out of 
high school and began to drift from place to place. In her late teens she became 
pregnant, and after living in a shelter with the baby, she met and married Paul. Their 
life together has been plagued by debt and insecurity, and by Paul’s violence and 
recklessness. They have moved constantly and have endured frequent periods of 
homelessness. A recent two years in the transitional program and a subsidized 
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apartment was followed by another period of homelessness and uncertainty. Hope, 
now 29, has two daughters, aged nine and five. A third child was given up for 
adoption during her late infancy. 
The Quality of the Involvement 
Qualitative research can range from the purely descriptive to the politically 
transformative; from observing and recording the lives of participants to actively 
involving them in a process of change. Many practitioners of qualitative research, 
indeed, claim that it is nothing less than the responsibility of the researcher to support 
participants in a growing understanding of their own situation, and a capacity to 
respond to it (Lather, 1988). 
It was clear from the start that a long term involvement with these families 
would eliminate any possibility of detached observation, even had that been desirable. 
It was inevitable that I become a factor in their lives to some degree, and they in mine. 
However, it seemed important to be cautious in developing this relationship. This was 
an invasive study, and entailed gathering information on the way these mothers dealt 
with their children in the privacy of their homes, a sensitive area for parents in any walk 
of life. These families, connected to a greater or lesser degree to the social service 
system, are the target of a great deal of advice, pressure, scrutiny, and support. 
Knowledgeable and well-meaning professionals help them to assess their situations and 
to set goals for themselves. Particularly in the early stages of this project it seemed 
preferable to err in the direction of being overly non-judgemental, than to run the risk of 
being presumptuous or unnecessarily intrusive. As participants became more familiar, 
I felt I would be in a better position to determine the most ethical and constructive ways 
to respond to their manifestly difficult lives. 
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The Study 
Having made the decision to work with only these three families, it was 
possible to think in terms of a truly sustained and open-ended connection. However the 
study was initially approached, there was the reassurance of knowing that there would 
be time to adapt and expand on plans when it seemed appropriate. 
Research Design 
Interviews and observation are the standard tools of qualitative research, and I 
planned to use both. In order to ensure the convenience of my participants and a sense 
of control on their parts, it seemed preferable not to set up a prearranged schedule for 
meetings, but to remain flexible and to follow their lead in determining the frequency 
and extent of our contact. At the same time it was important that certain basic areas of 
inquiry be covered during the course of our meetings. 
Plans for Interviews 
Although highly structured interviews are generally avoided in qualitative 
research, and the emphasis is on open-ended questions, most practitioners see the need 
for some level of structure in an interview, if only to give it a sense of explicit direction 
and purpose (Seidman, 1991; Spradley, 1979). I wanted to keep interviews flexible, 
and to allow as much as possible for the introduction of issues pertinent to my 
participants. But I decided to plan the interviews around specific issues in order to 
focus our thinking each time we met. That way the women could be informed in 
advance of the general area we would be discussing next, and we would both be able to 
benefit from some reflection ahead of time. 
The plan was to cover the following topics in roughly this sequence: 
1) residential history; 2) relationship with current housing; 3) aspirations for future 
housing; 4) child rearing issues; and 5) the influence of housing on family behavior. 
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This sequence was decided on because a discussion of housing was on the whole less 
threatening than a discussion of parent-child relationships, since housing to a large 
extent is beyond the control of the family. Beginning with housing would be a way to 
get to know people and to establish some comfort before proceeding to more sensitive 
subjects. The plan for each topic will be more fully described in the next section. My 
intention was to supplement the focus on these topics by following up on any other 
pertinent issues that arose in the course of the project. 
I intended to make use of one existing instrument in the course of these 
interviews, the questionnaires designed by John and Elizabeth Newson for their classic 
work on child rearing in Nottingham, England (1965, 1970, 1978). The Newsons’ 
work looks at roughly the same cohort of 700 children at one, four, and seven years of 
age. At each stage they questioned mothers in great detail about the current concerns in 
their children’s lives, and in their interactions with them. Their questions, carefully 
thought out, and modified with experience, focus on such specific issues as toilet 
training, bedtime strategies, meals, discipline, friendships, and pastimes. The Newsons 
structured their interviews to stress the positive aspects of parent-child interaction 
before approaching more sensitive areas. They might ask, for instance, what a mother 
enjoyed about her child, or what they liked to do together, before getting into issues of 
discipline. Questions were thoughtfully worded to present conflict or tension as normal 
phenomena, rather than subjects to be avoided: ’’What sort of things make you and N 
get on each others’ nerves?”, for instance, or “What kind of disagreements do you 
have?” While the core of the interview for each age group is a set of carefully phrased 
questions, the technique is open-ended, and mothers were encouraged to answer at any 
length. The questions were designed primarily to trigger discussion, and all responses 
were to be taken seriously. 
The Newsons raise the issue of the reliability of parents’ reports. They feel that 
this concern is to a large extent addressed by the length of their interviews. Every issue 
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is deliberately approached from a number of angles. While a single question about a 
particular concern might generate a conventionally acceptable answer, coming at that 
concern from a number of directions with a number of questions is more likely to 
encourage a full and thoughtful response. It gives the parent a chance to consider, 
reflect, revise, qualify and expand on previous responses. It also allows the 
investigator to assess the internal consistency of reponses. 
Given the thoughtfulness and thoroughness of the Newsons’ questions, it 
appeared to be an advantage to draw on them in my research with these parents. 
Although the Newsons’ research dealt with large numbers of people and aimed for 
quantifiable results, the open-ended quality of their questions makes them appropriate 
for qualitative research. Patton (1990) discusses the issue of combining predetermined 
questions with a more informal conversational approach, and finds it a useful approach 
when there is a desire for both flexibility and carefully considered and worded inquiry. 
There were other reasons, too, for wanting the more formal quality of a 
questionnaire for this part of the research. Questions about child rearing were likely 
tobe the most sensitive part of the research. Poor families, especially those who are 
receiving any form of social support, tend to come under a good deal of scrutiny. 
Social workers had warned me that the threat of having children removed from the 
home would be ever-present in their minds. It was important to be as thorough as 
possible in exploring their child rearing practices, but I did not wish to make my 
participants uncomfortable. By presenting questions in this more structured way, it was 
possible to lend a somewhat impersonal quality to this particular exchange, and allow 
the women to take refuge, if they desired, in a more formal and reserved response. The 
questionnaire format would also make it easier to ask questions which I might 
otherwise hesitate to address. 
The toddler questionnaire (see appendix C) was constructed based on the text of 
the Newsons’ volume on one year olds (1965). This does not include their schedule of 
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questions, but from the text it is possible to glean many of the questions that were 
addressed. The questionnaire that was used for the older children in my study 
(appendix C) was composed of questions drawn from the questionnaires used by the 
Newsons with four and seven year olds. Many questions were eliminated that would 
have been redundant, given my knowledge of the family (for example, “Does the 
family have any pets?”, “Are you usually here when he gets back from school?”), and 
changed language where it seemed appropriate (“Does he ever soil himself?”). 
Plans for Observation 
Wachs, in a discussion of research methods with families (1992), notes that the 
degree of correlation between the attitudes parents express and their actual behavior 
may be quite modest. Parents’ accounts of their interactions with their children tend to 
be based more on what they feel they ought to be doing, than on what actually is 
occurring, he claims. This does not necessarily imply dishonesty. With the best 
intentions in the world, people’s assessment of their own behavior may fall short. 
While bearing in mind the Newson’s confidence in their respondents’ information, 
there still seemed to be good reason for supplementing interviews with as much 
informal observation as possible. In addition, interviews were likely to reflect my own 
preconceptions of the significant issues. By observing the day-to-day lives of these 
families, I hoped to gain a broader perspective. 
While it was inevitable that my presence would affect the behavior of both 
parents and children in various ways, it was hoped that a frequent and sustained 
connection with these families would make this less of an issue than it might have been 
with a larger sample and fewer visits. Wachs (1992) points out that while the presence 
of an observer may cause distortions in parental behavior, with repeated observations 
these behaviors have a tendency to return to their normal patterns. He also suggests that 
behavior may vary depending on which family members are present, and what activities 
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are underway. It is important, he claims, to do repeated observations and at different 
times of day. 
It was not clear in advance how much observation could be anticipated, or 
under what circumstances. I felt the need to follow the lead of my participants, and 
hoped that they would be comfortable having me present in an informal way. At the 
very least, since these were households with young children present at all times, during 
interviews there would inevitably be opportunities to watch them in interaction with one 
another, and with their mothers. In this way interviews would serve not only their own 
ends, but also the purpose of providing at least some chance for observation. The 
intention, however, was to make use of any opportunities the families were willing to 
make available, and to attempt to observe their interactions in as many circumstances as 
possible. 
Data Collection 
After their initial caution, the three women were uniformly welcoming and open 
in their response to my visits. As work began with these families, it became 
increasingly apparent that the size of the group was a distinct advantage. Working with 
such small numbers made it possible to spend large quantities of time with each family, 
to grow to know them as friends, and to have access to events in their lives that would 
probably not have been accessible otherwise. Whatever might have been lost in breadth 
was more than made up for in the richness and flexibility of these contacts. 
Although the risks involved in depending on such a small group of families 
were initially a cause for uneasiness, there turned out to be unexpected benefits. The 
very fact that the study was so dependent on them increased my determination to 
maintain the contact at all costs. Difficult situations came up, which, in a larger study, 
might have been reason to let go of a family. Since there was no choice but to try in 
every way possible to maintain contact, I ended up learning far more about the 
complexities of these lives. 
55 
An example might be useful. Hope and her children, because of a combination 
of circumstances, left town shortly after we began to work together. Had the project 
involved larger numbers, I would probably have dropped her and her family at that 
point, assuming that some attrition was inevitable. Since her involvement was critical to 
me, I was determined to maintain contact, and managed one way or another to follow 
the family through a period of homelessness when they were “on the road”, some 
months doubled up with relatives, and finally back to a precarious stability. This was a 
rich and informative experience which would not have been possible otherwise. 
Interview Visits 
Initially in the meetings with these families the emphasis was on interviews, 
since they had a somewhat formal quality, and a sense that there was something 
specific to accomplish. Observation, as an end in itself, would have felt awkward by 
comparison during the early days when I was still a newcomer in these homes. As 
weeks went by, though, and I became a more familiar presence, it no longer felt 
necessary to have a “reason” for visits, or to schedule them in advance, and it became 
possible to drop by just to spend time. 
In the end it was the interviews, rather than the observation, that it was hard to 
find time for. As we got to know each other, these young mothers often preferred to sit 
and chat informally, rather than have me take the trouble of setting up tape recorder and 
microphone. Unexpected events sometimes interfered; a relative might have stopped 
by, or a utility bill had to be paid to keep the lights from being shut off. Children were 
more likely to be disruptive when we were seriously focussed on an interview, and we 
often had to be ingenious about finding periods of relatively uninterrupted time. There 
were many occasions on which we had planned an interview, but ended up instead 
going to a playground or just sitting around. The number of formal, taped interviews 
with each woman ranged from seven to ten, and they took, on average, about an hour 
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and a half. By contrast there are field notes for as many as 53 visits to one family. 
Appendix B contains a list of these visits and interviews. 
I had decided not to interview the children, since this involves a special set of 
skills, and since so much was to be learned simply by watching and interacting with 
them. Liz’s oldest son, however, requested an interview one day, and he talked about 
his recollections of cockroaches, garbage, and frightening neighbors at their old 
apartment. All of the children liked to use the tape recorder just for play, and to record 
songs and stories, and some time was always set aside for this. 
Because interviews occurred only when it was possible to arrange time for 
them, they were spread out over several months, and were interspersed with many 
more casual visits. The interviews progressed, however, roughly according to the 
planned structure, although we also talked extensively about other issues or questions 
that arose as the project went on; about the difficulties of living with extended family, 
for instance, about the role that landlords play in a family’s life, or about the state of 
mind that precedes the decision to move. “Detours” of this kind were critical to the 
goals of this study, and both the women’s responses and my own day-to-day 
experience with the families made it possible to become aware of issues that had not 
initially been considered, but which deserved discussion, and in the end were central to 
the findings. For the most part it took more than one interview to cover each planned 
topic. 
Residential Histories. The discussion of each woman’s residential history was 
intended to cover not only the functional but also the emotional aspects of their housing 
from childhood onwards. I wanted a sense of what “home” meant to each of them, and 
how this construct had been developed. These interviews focussed very little on 
housing in the end. They had each moved so many times over the years, that the long 
list of these places became primarily an organizing device for recalling important 
episodes in their past, and allowing them to tell the story of their complicated and 
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difficult lives. Nonetheless, it was possible to gain a sense from these narratives of the 
meaning that home held for each of them. 
Current Housing. The discussion of their current housing was in part a tour, 
and in part an interview. Questions focussed on how well their present housing served 
their needs, how satisfied they were with it, and to what extent they had made it their 
own. We spoke of household rules, of special possessions, and of rearrangements and 
modifications they had made. Such issues as location, neighbors, and relationships 
with landlords were also discussed. 
Aspirations for Future Housing. The intentions in discussing with these women 
their aspiration for future housing were twofold. When, through poverty or other 
circumstances, people have been limited in their range of choice and control, their 
description of the perfect home may say more about their ideals and standards than their 
actual situation does. At the very least, it adds another layer of information. In more 
practical terms it was important to find out what options they felt were open to them in 
the future. Although they were all clear about wanting to be home-owners, and ideally 
to live way out in the country, this line of questioning did not generate a lot of 
discussion. 
Child Rearing. I had assumed that this would be a sensitive area. And in fact, 
two of these families were investigated for suspected child abuse during the time of the 
study. In both cases the investigation was quickly dropped, but these women had good 
reason to be guarded and suspicious about questions regarding their strategies with 
their children. However, they were unexpectedly direct and open on the subject, and 
more than willing to discuss loaded issues such as corporal punishment. If anything, 
they appeared eager for a chance to talk in detail about each of their children and about 
their role as mothers. Nor did the semi-structured quality of these interviews interfere in 
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any way. On the contrary, it provided a focus that ensured that we not become too 
distracted by any one concern, to the neglect of others. 
The Relationship between Housing and Parent/Child Interactions. Although 
this had been conceived of as a separate topic, in fact it became a very natural 
outgrowth of the questionnaires based on the Newsons’ work, and it was possible to 
add questions as we went along that addressed responses to specific child rearing 
issues in the context of present and past housing. If we were talking about bedtime, for 
instance, we might discuss how it had been dealt with when they lived in an apartment 
with only one bedroom. 
Informal Visits and Outings 
Although formal interviews were invaluable to an understanding of parental 
interactions with children in the context of these families’ homes, informal observation 
added even more. These families were almost invariably welcoming, and there were 
any number of opportunities to watch them in action, and to partake in their lives (see 
appendix B). 
Although visits were almost always during the day time hours, it was possible 
to see these families in a wide range of situations. Time was spent with individuals and 
with the whole family, when friends and relatives visited, and when the landlord came 
by. We went shopping together, and to the doctor’s office; to kindergarten graduations, 
and to visit children in their classrooms.Visits occurred when families were coping with 
tension and anxiety, and with major transitions in their lives. There were opportunities 
to observe Liz dealing with her children after nights with no sleep, or while she was 
waiting to take her driving test; to help Clarissa and her family move out of their old 
apartment and into the new one, a day filled with ragged nerves; and to put Hope and 
her children on the bus when they ran away from home. These families were seen on 
their best behavior, but also when it would have taken more energy than they had to 
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put up any kind of front. Once again, I was grateful that the size of my sample allowed 
for a range of experience that would otherwise have been impossible. Appendix B 
contains a more detailed breakdown of the range of outings and encounters. 
Transcription and Record Keeping 
After visits, I wrote up field notes and transcribed taped interviews as soon as 
possible, and generally within the next day. While this was extremely time-consuming, 
it was an invaluable process, since it demanded a real immersion in the material when it 
was still fresh in my mind. Patton stresses the critical importance of making sufficient 
time available after an interview in order to be able to reflect on the material. To neglect 
this, he asserts, is to undermine the rigor of qualitative methods (1990, p.353). 
Being present and involved at an interview is an entirely different matter from 
listening to it and typing it up afterwards. The mechanical process of typing allowed for 
a quality of listening that was often difficult to manage during the interviews, when 
there were many distractions. In the course of typing, words and phrases recurred and 
stood out for one reason or another. Patterns and themes, unnoticed initially, began to 
emerge. It was possible to become aware of questions that remained unanswered, and 
of issues that should be returned to, and this helped in the preparation for subsequent 
visits. Time spent transcribing was, in effect, time for both planning and analysis. I 
also kept a journal on a fairly regular basis, recording ideas that occurred and questions 
that I wanted to ask, and tracking developing thoughts about issues as they gained 
clarity. 
Analysis 
Analysis, in qualitative research, is not a process undertaken only when all data 
are collected and stored. It is a quality of interest that responds to peoples’ words and 
worlds from the very beginning. As themes emerge, so do ideas about them, and these 
are altered and amended and built on as material accumulates. One inevitably begins 
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from some theoretical starting point, however informal or ill-conceived it may be. With 
every new interaction one’s biasses are either strengthened or challenged, but they 
become inevitably more complex and grounded. 
Gaskins, Miller, and Corsaro (1994) refer to the essentially dialectical quality of 
ethnographic research, and the fact that its development depends on the self-corrective 
nature of feedback. Initial questions change because of information received during the 
course of the inquiry. ‘The researcher,” they say, “begins with a tentative descriptive 
framework or etic classification and proceeds to test that framework through successive 
passes through the data. The outcome of this self-corrective process is an emic 
classification that captures the regularities internal to the system” (p. 17). 
Glaser and Strauss (1967), in their classic work on qualitative inquiry, refer to 
this process as “the constant comparative method”, and they identify several stages. 
The first involves coding the data, and separating information into categories in a 
somewhat loose and intuitive way. Gradually, as the researcher experiences conflict 
about which of various categories to place a given piece of information in, these 
categories become more clearly defined, and the researcher can develop rules for the 
inclusion of data into a particular area. As overlapping categories become integrated, the 
number of working categories shrinks, and patterns begin to emerge from the data. 
These patterns are what Glaser and Strauss refer to as “grounded theory”. 
Large ring binders were kept for each of these families, and as interviews and 
field notes were printed up, they were put into the binders in chronological order and 
the pages numbered. Reading back through these pages, it was possible to mark 
passages that fell into particular categories. On large index cards I kept track of the page 
numbers on which these passages occurred. There might be an index card for 
“landlords” for instance, another for “storage problems”, and another for “household 
rules”. As time went on, and the number of index cards grew, groups of cards that 
dealt with related subjects within each family were clipped together. These groupings 
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shifted and changed initially, but over time they settled into clusters containing some 
central, and some more peripheral issues. One group, or example, contains the 
following cards: “rearranging the house”, “getting on top of things/making things 
nice”, “territory and possession”, “layout and family functioning”, “household rules”, 
“housework”, “changing use of the cellar”, and “children’s use of space”. Each family 
had a different stack of cards, and while there were some similar groupings, there were 
also patterns that were unique to a particular family, or were especially significant for 
them. 
The fact that particular patterns had a special salience for particular families led 
me to consider presenting the research as a series of case studies, each of which would 
focus on one topic from the perspective of certain family. While relocation, for 
instance, was an issue which had been significant for all of these families at various 
times, it seemed to play a particularly defining role in the lives of Hope and her family. 
The issue of relocation became a way of framing a narrative about their lives; and 
conversely, their particular experience became the window into this issue. The opinions 
and experiences of other participants were pulled in to enrich each account, but the 
primary focus in each case was the story of one family, and even more specifically, the 
interactions of each mother with one particular child. The topics which were selected to 
be presented here, in addition to being especially relevant in the lives of these families, 
all had something to add to the literature, either by pointing to new directions for 
research, or by clarifying the dynamics underlying a familiar phenomenon. 
The Integrity of the Enterprise 
Evaluating a project like this means not only determining the soundness of the 
methods used, but also considering a project’s inherent value. The social significance 
of the question driving this research was clear. It seems strongly apparent that 
inadequate attention has been focussed on the role of housing for the long-term well 
being of families with children. What is more to the point here is to establish the 
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trustworthiness of the data collected and presented in this study, and to weigh the 
significance of the process for participants. 
Standards for Trustworthiness 
The traditional methods for establishing validity and reliability in experimental 
research cannot be productively applied to qualitative inquiry. Some researchers even 
question the appropriateness of finding qualitative equivalents to these categories, since 
it is manifestly such a different enterprise (Howe and Eisenhart, 1990). Yet it is still 
critical to establish that one’s work is professional and trustworthy. Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) list criteria for assessing research which, although they use positivist criteria as 
a point of departure, clearly accomodate the special contributions of qualitative work. 
Instead of internal validity, they speak of credibility; instead of external validity, 
transferability; and instead of reliability, dependability or consistency. 
Credibility. The credibility of the research is the degree to which it corresponds 
with reality. As Lincoln and Guba point out, one of the assumptions underlying 
qualitative research is that reality is shifting and multidimensional. Different individuals 
and groups understand the world differently, and reality is always a construction. The 
responsibility of the researcher is to insure that the participants’ version of reality is 
adequately presented in the research findings. 
The accumulation of reliable data in this research was greatly facilitated by the 
size of the sample, which allowed time for rich connections. The repeated observations 
over time in a range of naturally occurring circumstances and situations made it possible 
to correct many initial superficial impressions. I was also able to discuss my 
observations with these women over the months, and to bring back to them my 
interpretations. Often this would provoke further, more detailed discussion of the 
issues in question, which was invariably helpful. 
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Dependability. In qualitative work where the researcher is the instrument of 
inquiry, the notion of reliability, in the sense of being able to replicate findings, is 
unrealistic. Lincoln and Guba speak instead of dependability and consistency, or the 
sense that the results make sense, given the data that has been collected. This is closely 
related to the issue of credibility; unless the researcher is dependable, the findings will 
not be credible. Lincoln and Guba recommend an ‘‘audit trail” ora journal keeping track 
of methodological decisions, as well as peer debriefing. Passing interpretations 
through the filter of others’ experience can add another dimension to understanding. 
In addition to having the on-going reponses of participants to my interpretations 
of their lives, I was fortunate to have supportive peers from a range of relevant 
disciplines with whom it was possible to discuss the work at length. There was also 
the chance to turn on a regular basis to my psychiatrist husband for his particular 
perspective on the issues I was trying to unravel, 
Perhaps more critically, there was the opportunity to take interpretations and 
questions to people who were familiar with the participants, and who brought their own 
perspective to bear on them. At various times, with the consent of the women, I spoke 
to a doctor, a probation officer, teachers, and various social workers who had dealt 
with these families, and who were able to contribute their own views on the phenomena 
I was observing, and to call not only on their professional experience, but often on an 
acquaintance with my participants far lengthier than my own. At times this process 
confirmed my interpretations, and at times it made me question my assumptions. This 
kind of triangulation was always provocative and useful. 
Transferability. External validity is not an appropriate standard for qualitative 
research, where the goal is to understand the particular in depth, rather than to establish 
universal laws. Lincoln and Guba stress the importance of transferability rather than 
generalizability. If the research is presented with great attention to the details which 
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anchor it to the particular situation, it allows readers to determine the extent to which 
findings are transferable to other situations. 
By presenting this research in the form of case studies, and attending closely to 
the complex of conditions, circumstances, and responses that surround a particular 
issue in the life of a particular family, I hope to have achieved this kind of 
transferability. 
Ethical Considerations 
Developing, defining, and maintaining my relationships with these women and 
their children presented continual dilemmas. In some ways it was easier than had been 
anticipated, largely because the participants were so likeable. But the on-going 
difficulty of their lives and the difference in our resources and our opportunities was 
overwhelming at times. I was grateful for their capacity to be generous about these 
differences rather than resentful. 
It would be difficult to provide a full account of the range of ethical concerns 
raised by this project, since they were present not only in the design phase of this 
project, but in all our day to day dealings. Instead it makes sense to focus on some 
specific issues which had been a matter of concern in the planning stages of this 
research, and which express the complex and dynamic quality of the dilemmas that 
presented themselves. 
Parental Behavior. A social worker warned me in advance that the fact that 
these young women were volunteering for the project did not necessarily exclude the 
possibility that maltreatment or neglect of children might be uncovered. These parents 
were coping with a variety of stressful circumstances in their lives. It was only to be 
expected that their stress might be evident in their dealings as parents. 
Although the law did not require that I report child maltreatment, it seemed 
important to establish at the beginning of the project that there were limits to the 
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confidentiality promised. The informed consent form made it clear that if I became 
aware in the course of the interviews of the potential for serious harm to a child (or 
anyone else), I would feel compelled to intervene in whatever way seemed appropriate. 
On the whole the quality of attention and care that these young women brought 
to their responsibility as parents under the most trying circumstances was deeply 
imprtessive. They were, by and large, patient and understanding, interested in their 
children as individuals, and determined to create for them the best life they could. 
Clarissa made good use of the resources of the community and the social service 
system, and took advantage of all available opportunities for her children. Hope found 
time for reading to her girls, and playing board games, even as she contemplated 
another round of homelessness, or dealt with her husband’s abusive behavior. And 
Liz, who could be brusque and impatient at times, was unfailingly loving with her four 
small boys, and would take the time to listen to what they had to say, and to explain her 
decisions in the midst of utter chaos. 
There was no question, though, that poverty was taking its toll on all these 
children. Liz’s boys, with their poor diet and smoke filled house, had chronic 
respiratory infections and dental problems, and missed a lot of school. Hope, generous 
as she was with her daughters, could not protect them from the repeated stresses in 
their lives, or from her own depression and insecurity. Most significant, perhaps, was 
Clarissa’s repressiveness and anger with young Gene. There were times when it 
seemed he would be better off away from home. Fortunately, social services was alert 
to the situation, and it was possible for me to remain a source of support to the family, 
available both to take Gene off for periods of time, and to listen to his mother’s 
frustration. It was reassuring to see her honesty in acknowledging the situation, her 
interest in discussing it, and her determination to change things. 
It was difficult in all three cases to know when to intervene, and how to 
intervene. Liz knew that smoking was bad for her health and for the boys. There was 
66 
no point bringing it up too often, because it only made her defensive. But it did make 
sense to broach the subject of three year old Chris’s speech problem. She started off 
dismissive (“It’s just his French blood. He’ll outgrow it.”), but gradually became more 
willing to look into remedial help. (“You know, I was thinking about what you said. 
He really isn’t catching on like the others.”) In general that the most productive 
response was to stand ready to offer support when any of these young women showed 
an interest in moving forward on something, whether it was getting a child into peewee 
softball, making an appointment for a physical, or talking to the landlord about safe 
play space. 
Reimbursement. Another issue which this project raised was that of 
reimbursement. More broadly, it was a question of how to deal with the disparity in our 
resources. I had decided at the beginning of the project not to to pay participants, 
because of a concern that the prospect of payment might put undue pressure on people 
to become involved. It seemed preferable for their decision to be uncolored by their 
level of need. I wanted to reimburse people in some way for their time and 
involvement, however, and this evolved in different ways for different families. 
In Liz’s case, because of the number of children around and the general level of 
chaos in their life, interviews were especially hard to arrange, and we quickly 
developed an informal barter system. When she found a way to make time for a 
focussed, productive interview, it was understood that I “owed” her. The debt was paid 
at various times by driving her around to do errands, taking one of the children to see a 
doctor, or helping her fill out her tax return. Food was also welcome, especially at the 
end of the month when their supplies were very low, and gallons of milk or juice and a 
supply of fruit became a routine part of most visits. Liz made it clear that she 
appreciated this, but she also teased me for being “so hung up” about fruit and other 
healthy stuff. There was the implication, which we both enjoyed playing into, that I 
was indulging my own unusual tastes . 
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Clarissa took her role as informant very seriously, and saw it, in a sense, as 
fulfilling an obligation to society. It was accepted as a friendly gesture if I brought 
eggs from our chickens, but it would have been awkward to arrive with a bag of 
groceries. Instead, it was made clear that I was grateful to her for her time and 
committment, and would appreciate the chance to reciprocate in some way. It took a 
few months for her to respond to the offer, but she asked finally for a few hours of 
babysitting one day, so that she and Ben could meet with a counselor. Later, when they 
were preparing to move to a new apartment, I spent three days helping with the move, 
an invaluable experience, because it was possible to watch up close their response to 
the transition, and also to deal with them in a far less formal way. In recent months, 
there have been routine outings with Gene, both to give Clarissa some time, and for 
the pleasure of his company. It is understood that this is an expression of friendship 
and concern, and not a part the research. 
In Hope’s case, crisis developed in her life before there was a chance to 
establish a pattern of interaction. When she decided suddenly to leave her abusive 
husband, I helped her with transportation, and she stayed in touch periodically with 
collect phone calls from various places. At one point she called, penniless, from 
Florida, and asked if it would be possible to wire her a loan. When her life settled 
down again and she expressed a desire to pay off her debt, we agreed that her renewed 
involvement in the project should be considered repayment. 
The formal research is over now, but the relationships continue and along with 
them the dilemmas. Recently Liz’s food stamps were cut for three months because 
Joseph had missed an appointment; the other day Hope’s husband held a loaded gun to 
his head in front of the children, and asked if she wanted him to shoot himself. There 
is no formula for responding to these situations, except to hope, one week at a time, to 
find appropriate ways to offer support and friendship. 
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Awareness. Although it did not present the same kind of day-to-day issues, 
there was an on-going concern about my responsibility to these women on a more 
abstract level. Good research has the potential to be an empowering tool for its 
participants, but it is difficult to know how actively to take advantage of this potential, 
and I was cautious about erring on the side of presumptuousness. 
It is hard to know how much difference this project has made in the lives of 
these women. It has been valuable to them to have someone truly interested in hearing 
about their lives, even if there was a motive behind that interest. They spoke openly — 
there was no need for the caution that they often exercised with social workers, who 
might be critical or disappointed if they weren’t living up to goals that had been set. At 
time their candor was surprising. And often they surprised themselves with some of the 
conclusions they’d come to, responding to my questions. For Hope, who was 
painfully isolated for periods during the last year, it was particularly important to have 
someone to talk to regularly. 
These women were not naive about their situations. They had a highly 
developed recognition of the injustice of a system that allowed them and their children 
such a limited range of possibilities. But their sense of their own capacity to be effective 
in some situations was very limited too. In both a broad and a more particular sense, 
this project appeared to be helpful on that front. It did not change these women from 
victims to active agents in any dramatic way. But the realization that their knowledge 
and experience were valuable to me, and might possibly be useful to a wider audience, 
was invigorating for them. It encouraged them, I think, to view their surroundings at 
times with a critical rather than a dissatisfied eye, and that can be a valuable skill. 
Although it is difficult to find precise guidelines for responding to situations as 
complex and dynamic as those that arise in research of this kind, there are certainly 
models to live up to. In particular Alex Kotlowitz and Elliot Liebow deserve credit for 
the precedents they set in being both responsive and respectful with their participants. 
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and in refusing to allow the requirements of research to stand in the way of friendship 
and humanity. 
Currently schedules do not permit the frequent visits that I used to have with 
these women, but the relationships certainly continue. I either see them or talk to them 
every week or so.And recently we have been reading together my accounts of their 
experience. This is an odd experience for these women, something akin to hearing their 
own voices on a tape recorder. There is both shocked recognition, and a sense of 
strangeness. A more critical response might have been expected. But perhaps there is 
something about the printed word that gives it an inviolate quality, especially for those 
who are not accustomed to questioning it. This becomes the reality, and they nod 
seriously at passages that might have been expected to provoke some argument. When I 
read to Clarissa a section about her oppressive treatment of young Gene in their 
crowded old apartment, she just looked somber and said, ‘That’s really depressing, 
really sad.” 
Plans for the Future 
The decision to keep seeing these women is an inevitable result of the 
relationships formed within the context of this study. Because we became friends over 
the course of the project, there can be no question of simply terminating the connection. 
When committments are particularly demanding and I fail to drop by regularly, these 
young women take the initiative themselves in maintaining contact, and there are regular 
telephone calls. 
I am grateful for their interest in maintaining our friendship, and would like to 
use it as a basis for continuing the research. Longitudinal studies are valuable and all 
too rare. The opportunity offered here to follow three families as their children grow up 
in a time of social change is appreciated, and I hope to make good use of it. 
To begin with, it would be worthwhile to continue the “readings” described 
above, and to encourage these young women to respond in some way to my 
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interpretations, as active and critical observers of their own lives. The ramifications of 
this exercise will be interesting. The early indications are that hearing and seeing their 
lives in print may have a more profound effect for these young women than simply 
sitting and talking about their situations. An initial goal, then, will be to explore the 
implications of a particular methodological approach to critical research. 
Over the longer term it will be useful to begin to record various of the children’s 
lives in more detail, and to gain insight into their experience from their own 
perspective. Ideally the on-going relationship with them and their families will serve as 
an asset in this pursuit. While plans for continuing this research have no clear direction 
or focus at this point beyond simply continuing to record their experience as fully as 
possible, it seems clear that in their willingness to stay involved, these families could be 
be an invaluable resource in the attempt to understand and provide support for families 
in poverty. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE FAMILIES 
Liz Judd and Her Family 
Liz Judd .22 
Joseph Judd.26 
Anthony Judd.6 
Michael Judd.5 
Lee Judd.3 
James Judd.2 
I am the mother of four beautiful children. They are four big to little boys. Their 
ages are six, five, three, two. My six year old child is very independent, and so 
is my five year old. My three year old is very unsecure about outside rules. That 
is why he acts and talks like my two year old. Some day I hope to have my very 
own home so my children can have a big wonderful yard and their very own 
places. And we don’t have to move from places to places worrying about rent. 
That will be my dream. Liz Judd. 
Liz has lived in poverty all her life in Brookfield and other small towns nearby, 
and she has only on a few occasions been as far as 50 miles away from the area. She 
grew up as an only child. Both her parents had a number of children by previous 
marriages, and two sons in common who were given up for adoption before Liz was 
bom. Although Liz knows some of these siblings, they have not been an important 
factor in her life. 
Liz and her parents were a close family, but it was a difficult childhood 
nonetheless. They moved constantly, driven on by disputes with neighbors, intolerable 
living conditions, harrassment from landlords, and frequent difficulty meeting the rent. 
Liz’s mother spent time in jail for alleged welfare fraud; her father was away for a 
period of years; and Liz herself was placed in foster care for a year, after the family was 
discovered to be living in their car. 
When Liz was 13, she started going out with Joseph, a 17 year old who had 
dropped out of high school. By the time she was 15, she was pregnant and had left 
school herself. With the support of her parents she and Joseph were married. Over the 
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next five years they had four sons; the first was planned, says Liz, but the other three 
boys were the result of failed birth control methods. She makes it clear that she has no 
regrets, however. She is proud of her boys, and would not, in retrospect, have made 
different decisions. 
Anthony, now almost seven and in the first grade, is a bright, talkative, 
assertive child. His mother claims that they spoiled him as a baby because they thought 
he would be the only child, and as a result he still demands special treatment. He is 
quite a dandy, and likes to brush his long blond hair, and to have nice clothes for 
school. Michael, a year and a half younger, is a serious, sensitive boy who likes to play 
alone with his toy farm animals. He works hard to keep up with Anthony, but often 
feels frustrated and outsmarted. His moodiness sometimes expresses itself in bursts of 
anger and tears. 
Lee, the one redhead in a blond family, is referred to proudly by his mother as 
“the wild one” and “the mean one.” His wildness appears to be largely a function of 
frustration and boredom. At almost four he cannot speak well enough to make his 
needs clearly known, and he is kept inside with his younger brother because there is no 
safe play space outside the apartment. Liz is hoping that attendance at a headstart 
program next year will help him to catch up with the older boys. James, the baby, is an 
affectionate, easy going child known to everyone as “Carebear”. He is independent, 
undemanding, and physically precocious. Liz takes special pleasure in cuddling and 
teasing him. 
Liz and Joseph have strong and mutually supportive connections with extended 
family members. The young family has lived for the most part doubled up with either 
Joseph’s mother or Liz’s parents, and occasionally, for brief periods, in apartments of 
their own. They have never lived anywhere for more than about seven or eight months, 
and as the family has grown, the small rundown apartments they were able to afford 
have become more and more difficult to cope in. 
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A few months before I met the family, they were accepted by the transitional 
housing program, and through them were offered a clean, well-equipped, three 
bedroom apartment in a row of landtrust townhouses. Small by middle class standards, 
the apartment was the nicest place Liz had ever lived in, and she was thrilled with it. 
She failed, however, to work well with a new outreach worker, and shortly before I 
met her she dropped out of the transitional program. Fortunately the landtrust was 
willing to keep the family on as tenants, and when I met Liz, they had been living in 
their new apartment for three months. 
For several months during the last year, Liz’s parents, who were evicted from 
their own apartment, lived doubled up with the young family. This was an anxious 
time, since it was against landtrust regulations to have extra people move in, and they 
ran the risk of losing the apartment. Liz’s father was ill for much of their stay, the 
house felt crowded, and tensions ran high. Finally the old people found a room to 
sublet. 
The young couple has always lived largely on welfare. Their job skills are not 
strong, and Joseph is functionally illiterate. Liz found work in a local supermarket for a 
few months last year, and Joseph picks up odd jobs, but for the most part they remain 
unemployed. Joseph is suspicious of the requirements of job training programs, and 
self-conscious about his own deficits. He prefers to work unsupervised, picking up 
bottles, or scavenging for recyclable metal. Liz would like to have a job, but the 
household becomes increasingly disorganized when she is not there to oversee things, 
and she is not comfortable leaving the children with other people. 
Day to day life in this household tends to be chaotic and unpredictable at the 
best of times, an endless succession of attempts to deal with a child’s ear infection or 
abcessed tooth, to negotiate for leniency with the utility company, or trade for parts to 
get an old vehicle running again. The family is always on the edge financially, and by 
the end of every month, they have to borrow in order to feed the children. 
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Liz dreams about the day when she will own her own house, and she imagines 
futures for the boys that reflect their current play preferences (Michael, for instance, 
will be a farmer, and Lee a wrestler.) She herself would like to be an interior designer. 
Her focus, however, is inevitably more on surviving the present than planning 
realistically for the future. But in spite of the numerous stresses in their lives, Liz seems 
always willing to believe that there are brighter times ahead. 
Clarissa Ream and Her Family 
Clarissa Ream.24 
Ben Ream.60 
Gene Sisco.5 
Nita Bates.2 
I’m a 24 year old mother of two, and I had them both out of wedlock. I was 
married a year ago for the first time. I’m working hard to improve my life, but it 
sometimes seems that every time I turn around there are so many obstacles that 
I’m never going to reach my goal. The goal is to have a career, so I can give my 
children security and make a better life for them without scraping pennies all the 
time. I’m also working hard to improve my parenting skills, and I enrolled in a 
program for that. I want to help my children learn from my mistakes, and 
hopefully not make the same ones themselves. I want to own my own property 
eventually, but I’ll settle for having a mobile home and renting the land it’s on 
until I can buy. It’s a long way down the line, but I’m determined to accomplish 
it all. Clarissa Ream. 
Clarissa, like Liz, grew up as an only child and moved continually, but her 
moves covered a far larger area. Her parents were divorced, and Clarissa lived with 
both of them at different times, in New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Oklahoma, and 
Arizona. Between the ages of 8 and 16, she moved 14 times, as her parents followed 
job opportunities or tried to remake their lives. 
Clarissa’s father was both physically and sexually abusive, and after she had 
been living alone with him for two years in Arizona, she finally reported him, and he 
was arrested when she was 14. She has never seen him again. The subsequent years 
with her mother were difficult, rebellious ones, and by the time she was 16, Clarissa 
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was out on her own. She had no fixed residence or formal means of support, and she 
feels now that she was lucky not to end up addicted or dead from AIDS. 
She did become pregnant, though, and by the time she was 18, she was the 
mother of little Gene, and was living in an abusive relationship in Missouri. Fearing for 
herself and her infant son, she moved back to New Hampshire, where she soon met the 
father of her younger child, Nita. This man, too, became threatening, and Clarissa 
finally left with the two children and moved first into a women’s crisis center, and then 
into a shelter in Brookfield. 
After searching unsuccessfully for housing for a few months, Clarissa, with the 
help of the transitional housing project, found a small, rundown apartment, and was 
put on the waiting list for landtrust housing. The apartment was far from adequate for 
the family’s needs, but Clarissa found it a great relief to have a place of her own with 
her children. Making good use of the transitional program’s social support, Clarissa 
began taking preparatory courses at the high school and the local community college 
which would enable her, in the next few years, to enter a training program in physical 
therapy. She also met Ben, an older man on disability, and an amateur artist, whom she 
married during the course of the year, and who helped out by watching the children 
while she went to her classes. 
After a year in the apartment, the family moved to bright, spacious landtrust 
quarters, and now for the first time, the children have a yard to play in, and Ben and 
Clarissa both have workspace. It’s been a difficult year in other respects though. Ben’s 
health has been poor, and their finances have been precarious. Ben lost his disability 
payments, and because of their marriage, Clarissa’s welfare benefits have also been in 
jeopardy. Ben, unable to find work, was placed temporarily in a job training program, 
and for the time being their welfare payments are secure. Clarissa gave up school, and 
instead entered a paid training program that will give her work as an aide in a nearby 
nursing home. She sees this as a temporary change in plans. 
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Gene, Clarissa s five year old son, is an active, busy, curious little boy. He has 
always been a difficult child for Clarissa, and he reflects his troubled relationship with 
his mother in his anxious and vigilant behavior. In spite of his insecurity, he is a most 
appealing child. His little sister, Nita, a calm and competent two year old, is something 
of a clown, and takes delight in mimicking the adults who come through the house. 
Although Clarissa is determined and ambitious about her own future, she has no 
particular goals for her children, beyond hoping that they stay out of trouble, and are 
able to find decent jobs that allow them to support families without too much of a 
struggle. Although she loves their new apartment, she accepts the fact that it is a 
temporary arrangement, and she counts on her own ability, as she begins to increase 
her earning power, to provide the family at some point with a more permanent solution. 
Hope Hinkle and Her Family 
Hope Hinkle.30 
Paul Hinkle.34 
Madeleine Garland.9 
Whitney Hinkle.5 
Hello, my name is Hope, and I have two children who are Madeleine at nine, 
and Whitney at five. Our housing situation was rocky for the past nine years. I 
have been in shelters one after others. I have also lived in the streets with my 
children. Sometimes it was safer to live in the streets than in some of the 
shelters. I think about how housing is hard. Nothing was affordable or in a 
good neighborhood. When you did find something like that reasonable, 
something would go wrong, and our bills would pile up. And we couldn’t 
afford to get out of debt. And we would have to leave. The toughest time we 
had was when we had to give up one of the children because we didn’t have the 
needs to keep her with us. Now the only thing I can afford is a one bedroom 
apartment. I know my children don’t have their own room. They need their 
own space. But I can’t give that to them. Sometimes I wish I could wake up 
and not have to worry where we are going to live. I wish sometimes life was 
much simpler than this. Hopefully someday the housing situation will be easier. 
If people take the time to listen to other peoples’ situation. Hope Hinkle 
Hope, in contrast to the other two women, was brought up in a big family, and 
spent most of her childhood in one large house in the city of Hartford. The family was 
hard-up, but they were able to keep food on the table. Hope’s mother died when she 
77 
was almost through high school, and at that point her life began to fall apart. Her father 
married again very quickly, and Hope and her new stepmother did not get along. When 
the family moved to Florida, Hope dropped out of school, and was soon out on her 
own, picking up odd jobs, and living for brief periods with various acquaintances or 
extended family members up and down the east coast. 
Hope became pregnant at 20 and lived in a shelter for unmarried mothers during 
her pregnancy, and for several months after her daughter’s birth. This was a relatively 
happy and secure period, and she looks back on it with nostalgia. When the baby, 
Madeleine, was almost a year old, Hope became involved with Paul, who was living 
and working in a nearby shelter, and they moved together to the village in Vermont 
where his mother lived. Their life together has been difficult and uncertain. At various 
times in their relationship, Paul has been violent and threatening. After being convicted 
of breaking and entering a few years ago, he spent a year in jail. 
Although both Paul and Hope have been employed for the most part, they have 
had low- paying entry level jobs, and have seldom held on to them for long. They have 
moved frequently up and down the east coast in the hope of finding better housing, 
better jobs, and improving their lot in life. Almost invariably, though, the result has 
been increased debt and hardship. During one of the family’s most difficult periods, 
when jobs were impossible to find and they had worn out their welcome at a his 
mother’s trailer, they lived in a tent in the woods, and felt compelled to give up their 
sickly younger child for adoption. They have since had another child, but Hope still 
grieves for her lost baby. 
A few years ago, the family was accepted into the transitional housing project, 
and they moved into a large, pleasant, affordable apartment in Brookfield. The two year 
program was a period of stability in their lives, and during this time Paul found a 
relatively steady job in construction, and Hope, working part-time, finally got her high 
school diploma. The children were in school, and doing well. When the two year 
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program was almost over, however, things began to fall apart. There was a great deal 
of anxiety about their next step; tension built between Paul and Hope, he became 
threatening, and she left with the children, and moved into a shelter in another city. The 
family was reunited within a few weeks, but the program was over by then. They took 
off for Florida, hoping for help from Hope’s family, but eventually returned with no 
resources, and were forced to double up with Paul’s mother again for a number of 
months until they could save the money for another rental. 
Recently they moved back to Brookfield into a one bedroom apartment. Paul 
has been working out of state, and is home only on weekends, an arrangement that 
appears to be optimal for this family. Hope is working at two part time jobs which she 
has arranged to allow time with the children when they are out of school. The 
tenuousness of the relationship with Paul makes long term plans impossible, and Hope 
is likely to try once again to leave him soon. 
Hope’s older daughter, Madeleine, in spite of their difficult and precarious life, 
is a confident and capable child. She takes great pleasure in reading, and seems to have 
been able to create a world of her own in her books. Her younger sister, Whitney, is 
volatile and impulsive, much like her father says Hope. Although her moodiness can be 
a challenge for her mother and sister, she can also be charming and affectionate, and 
they are a close and loving threesome. Hope recognizes that she has bright and able 
children, but she has little confidence in their capacity to get ahead in the world, given 
the burden of their poverty. 
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CHAPTER 5 
THE DATA: A DISCUSSION OF FOUR THEMES 
As this research proceeded, certain themes began to stand out with particular 
clarity, and it is these common issues that will be reported on and discussed here. Each 
of them has relevance for all of the families in this project, and are indeed are part of the 
experience of many of their relatives and acquaintances. But each one of them of these 
themes has become in the course of the research especially connected to the experience 
of a particular family, and in some cases specifically to the interactions between a 
particular young mother and one of her children. These themes were selected for 
discussion not only because of their salience for these families, but because each one of 
these themes, examined in the light of one family’s day-to-day experience, provides 
insight into an area insufficently investigated in the literature. There are theoretical 
implications in each case, and they point to the need for further research. 
Theme 1: The issue of outdoor access, although pertinent to all these families, 
has been particularly prominent in the interactions between Liz and her three year old 
Lee. Her strategies for dealing with him in the absence of safe outdoor play space have 
significant implications for his development, and are especially interesting to consider 
from the perspective of attachment theory. 
Theme 2: In Clarissa’s case, the issue of crowding will be discussed in the 
context of her troubled relationship with little Gene. Their situation provokes 
speculation about moral development, and also about the impact of improved housing 
on punitive parenting practices. 
Theme 3: These young women and their families have moved repeatedly. 
Hope’s life, and her daughter Madeleine’s, wil be discussed in order to consider some 
of the more complex reasons for this mobility, and its implications. An examination of 
their situation suggests that relocation may be part of an insidious cycle for families in 
chronic poverty. 
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Theme 4: All of these families have spent at least part of the last year in 
improved housing, and Liz s involvement in this transition demonstrates the ways in 
which it can influence identity and effectiveness. Her experience suggests that adequate 
housing may be a fundamental condition for a sense of membership in society. 
Each of these narratives, then, has been an opportunity to use the experience of 
a particular family as a window into the significance of a specific set of housing 
circumstances. The situations that I describe here are extracted from lives which are, of 
course, more complex and many-facetted than can be fully portrayed in such brief 
accounts. They are, however, defining situations in the reality of these children and 
parents, and could fairly be said to represent some core issues in their lives. In no one 
of these cases will I argue that conditions within the physical environment have 
independent effects on the interactions of parents and children; such conclusions are 
beyond the scope of this study. Close attention to the home life of these families over a 
period of time, however, clarifies the ways in which physical conditions interact with 
social circumstances and individual temperaments to create issues of real significance. 
Theme 1: Access to Outdoor Play 
Feisty redheaded Lee, who is almost four years old, is the third of Liz’s four 
boys. Anthony and Michael, aged five and six, are enrolled in the local school system, 
and Lee stays home each day with his two year old brother James. For simplicity’s 
sake, the boys have been thought of, and treated, as “the olders” and “the youngers”. 
For an overstressed young mother, it has made sense to classify Lee as a baby along 
with his younger brother, and at the time of this writing, he is barely out of diapers and 
still uses a bottle. 
Lee’s young parents, neither of whom finished high school, have faced chronic 
unemployment since they were married as teenagers. Through a combination of 
welfare, various social programs, odd jobs, and barter with friends and family, they 
manage just barely to get by. A year ago they were accepted as tenants by Brookfield s 
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non-profit landtrust housing organization, and they moved into an affordable three 
bedroom apartment in a row of three storey walk-ups. After years spent moving from 
one squalid rental to another, frequently doubled up with extended family, this 
apartment has been a dream come true. Individual rooms are small, but the place is 
clean, in good repair, with adequate heat and ventilation, facilities that work well, and a 
landlord who is responsive and respectful of peoples’ rights. Lee’s young mother, Liz, 
says she never expected to live in such a nice place, and his six year old brother 
Anthony claims it’s the best house anyone could imagine. 
Lee’s Predicament 
In one important respect, though, this fine new apartment fails to meet Lee’s 
needs. There is no safe place where he can play. A dead-end street runs immediately in 
front of the apartments, and out back is a parking lot for the tenants. Behind that, a 
wooded bank drops off steeply, and at the end of the block is a heavily travelled road. 
Older children run around out in the parking lot, ride bikes back and forth on the dead 
end street, and play (usually without permission) down in the steep woods behind the 
lot. But Lee and his younger brother are not allowed outdoors. 
I 
Figure 1: The area outside the Judds’ apartment. 
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Traffic is light on the street, but the potential hazards are still great. Cars do come 
along, the main road is only a few hundred feet away, and the steep bank, littered with 
trash and broken glass, is considered dangerous by all the parents. 
Recognizing the need for secure play space, the landtrust fenced off an area at 
the end of the row of apartments. This space cannot be seen from any of the 
apartments, however, and there’s no way for parents to keep an eye on small children 
while they play out there. As Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian would predict (1986), it is 
in consequence never used, or not for the purpose for which it was intended. 
Occasionally older children use it for pitching practice, since the fence keeps balls from 
rolling down the steep hill. 
Lee’s situation is complicated by the fact that his oldest brother, Anthony, was 
hit by a car when he was two years old. Then, too, the family was living in an 
apartment without secure outdoor space, and Liz used to take her two small children 
out to play on the patch of grass by the driveway. Her attention was drawn to the baby 
one day, and it took only a few short seconds for Anthony to run down the driveway 
and out into the busy street, where he was promptly hit. Anthony survived, but spent 
weeks in intensive care, and Liz is acutely anxious about her capacity to watch more 
than one small child at a time. “I’d love to take Lee and James out together, but I just 
can’t," she says. “James runs one way, Lee runs the other. Lee heads for the road 
every time. I can’t let him outdoors. My neighbors say I’m mean, but if they went 
through what I went through, they would understand.” 
And so Lee stays indoors. Liz prefers to keep the little boys downstairs where 
she can watch them. The downstairs rooms, kitchen and livingroom, are small and 
filled to capacity with furniture (see figure 2, next page). Toys are kept upstairs, partly 
because of the space problem, and partly because Liz is determined to have a nice living 
room. There’s a couch and an armchair, a television set and video machine, shelves full 
of videos, and a glass cabinet containing family mementos. The family is proud of this 
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room, and Liz likes to tidy it and rearrange it frequently. But it is not a room that 
accomodates play, and Liz, like many parents, finds television to be the most expedient 
way to manage her small boys (Parke, 1978). When Lee is restless, she urges him to 
"go watch!” 
Lee spends many hours each day lying on the couch with his bottle and 
watching the screen, but there are times when it is difficult for him to contain his 
energy. His only outlet is rough-and-tumble play with his brothers, which can easily 
get out of hand in these small, tightly furnished rooms, and which often escalates into 
real aggression. Lee watches wrestling on television, and he applies what he’s learned, 
using ninja kicks and karate chops to good effect on his brothers. In spite of the older 
boys’ greater size, Lee’s pent up energy and frustration give him an edge, and he fights 
with intensity. It is not uncommon for him to reduce his brothers to tears. 
There are rules about fighting in the house, but Liz is not consistent about 
applying them. She recognizes Lee’s need for activity, and as long as things don’t get 
out of control, she is fairly easy going about rough play. But her tolerance level varies, 
depending on the kind of day she’s having. From Lee’s perspective, it’s hard to know 
whether his high-energy antics will be greeted with amusement or anger. 
Because Lee so seldom leaves the house, it doesn’t make financial sense for Liz 
to buy him clothes. He wears just a diaper or underpants in the house and wanders 
around barefoot. Lee gets hand-me-downs from the older boys, but because he’s a 
stocky child they often don’t fit him, and shoes tend to be lost or worn out before they 
get to him. On occasions when I’ve taken the children for an outing, it’s been a 
problem to find shoes or boots that fit Lee. Once at a playground he flapped around in a 
pair several sizes too large. The same thing is true for James; when we went to 
Michael’s pre-school graduation picnic, he had to be carried throughout the event, since 
he had only pajama bottoms with feet, and the ground was wet. Because it’s difficult to 
dress the younger boys adequately for outdoor play, it becomes that much less likely 
that they will be included on whatever outings do happen. It’s just simpler to leave 
them home. 
Lee is not always resigned to his situation. He sees other children playing 
outside, and he feels like a prisoner. He often throws tantrums in the doorway when 
his older brothers go outdoors, and he tries to fight his way out. Windows are kept 
shut, and outside doors are locked, but Lee has now mastered all the locks and catches 
in the house. Tenants aren’t permitted to install extra locks themselves, and while they 
waited for the landtrust to respond to the issue last year, his parents took to jamming 
large kitchen knives behind the door trim to keep Lee in. 
Once while we were talking in the next room, Lee worked a window screen out 
of its track, and started to swing himself out over the sill. Liz caught him before he 
dropped six feet to the ground and put him back on the floor, where he screamed in 
fury as she put the screen back in place. On another terrifying occasion, while Liz was 
in the bathroom, he managed to open a third floor window and was hanging out 
precariously when he was seen by a passing neighbor. Sometimes he’s actually made it 
outdoors. Liz recalls one occasion: “I come out of the bathroom, go downstairs. Some 
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lady is banging at my door. ‘Hey, your kid’s out back in a friggin’ diaper, walking 
down the hill with a fishing pole.’ He thought he was going fishing! ” 
Liz says they’ve been lucky so far. On the occasions when Lee has broken out, 
she’s managed to catch him before he made it into the traffic around the comer. There 
have been some trips to the hospital for stitches, once when he forced his hand through 
the screen door, and a few times with the other boys for cuts sustained during indoor 
wrestling matches. Recently Lee put his head through a closed window, but fortunately 
he wasn’t hurt. These mishaps are perhaps a small price to pay for preventing more 
serious accidents. In the meantime, though, it’s likely that more subtle damage is being 
done. 
Implications for Identity and Development 
Lee is a frustrated child. What he most wants, active play outdoors with other 
children, is off bounds. Only by defying his parents, by being "bad", can Lee attempt 
to meet his strongly felt needs. It’s a vicious cycle; the harder he tries, the less likely he 
is to get what he wants. Liz understands his frustration, but considers him a challenge, 
and has been reluctant to enroll him in day care or leave him with other people, fearing 
they would not be vigilant enough to contain him. 
In his attempts to get out, and also in his wrestling matches with his brothers, 
Lee hurts himself, and frequently hurts them. He often experiences himself as wild, 
uncontrollable, and potentially dangerous; but also as thwarted and helpless. The self 
image that his circumstances help to create is reinforced by the responses of others 
towards him. His mother refers to him proudly and affectionately as “my little devil”, 
and explains that his red hair makes his temper and wildness inevitable. The fury of this 
little boy often amuses the family, and when they laugh at him, it only heightens his 
rage and his feelings of impotence, as social learning theory would suggest (Bandura, 
1977). Meanwhile he has few opportunities to interact with children outside of the 
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family, and to develop the more sophisticated social skills that would stand him in good 
stead when he starts school. 
Lee’s development suffers on other fronts too. The developmental agenda of 
children this age suggests a strong need for exploration and for the mastery of new 
skills. This is the age, too, at which symbolic thought emerges. Active and imaginative 
play, both alone and with peers, is the major means through which the three and four 
year old’s cognitive and social skills are expanded and honed. But as Valsiner points 
out (1989), what the child plays with and how he plays are determined quite directly by 
the environment. 
Lee’s environment seriously limits the varieties of play that are available to him. 
He alternates between passivity in front of the TV screen, and intense, often 
uncontrolled, activity. Relative to other children his age, he spends very little time 
constructively absorbed in manipulating and exploring his world. His ingenuity in 
breaking out of the house suggests not only persistence, but a real problem solving 
capacity; however his development lags behind other children his age. This is most 
dramatically evident in his language, which is rudimentary at best. Lee, at almost four, 
cannot yet communicate in a way that can be understood outside of the family circle. 
It would be simplistic to blame all of this on Lee’s lack of access to the 
outdoors. His developmental deficits, for instance, may be the function of a number of 
factors, including the likely presence of lead in various of the family’s rental homes 
over the last years (Olden, 1993). The problem of his physical constraints is 
compounded by his defacto status as a “younger”, by his family’s chronic poverty and 
the anxiety and unpredictability that attend it, and by his own temperament, which is far 
from suited to a life of enforced incarceration. Little James, by contrast, is an easy 
going child who elicits frequent positive interactions from his mother and from visitors, 
and who, as he roams the downstairs rooms in his quiet, absorbed way, still finds 
many opportunities for engagement. It is hard to know what James’s response will be 
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to his surroundings when he is Lee s age. But Wachs argues that temperament is a 
significant factor in the connection between environment and development. Children 
with a difficult temperament, he says, are more sensitive to a range of environmental 
stresses and stimuli. Easy children, by contrast, are more responsive to social 
interaction (1986). 
But temperament aside, Lee has long since exhausted the limited possibilities in 
these two rooms, and his frustration alternates with listless withdrawal. School, when 
it comes, will relieve the boredom; but meanwhile he is effectively being set up for 
school failure, both socially and cognitively. Easy access to outdoor play in a securely 
fenced yard over the last few years might have done a good deal to buffer the effects of 
the other difficult circumstances in Lee’s life. It would have offered him a more 
stimulating and varied environment, both socially and physically, and the opportunity 
to be more actively engaged in his surroundings. It would also have been a chance for 
him to experiment in a natural way with independence. As it stands, independence for 
Lee is equivalent to transgression, and the two may remain hard to distinguish. The 
chances are good that if it had been possible to meet his needs for activity and 
stimulation before his frustration grew, he might now be able to handle a reasonable 
amount of freedom with adequate supervision. Instead, the older and stronger he 
becomes, the more careful his parents must be about his safety, to the detriment of his 
development on other fronts. 
The issue of access to outdoor play is by no means a concern unique to families 
in poverty. Most urban dwellers, regardless of their income levels, encounter this 
problem. But it is seriously compounded by poverty. The well-to-do are likely to have 
more indoor space, more suitably designed and furnished for the needs of young 
children. They are likely, also, to have a wider range of opportunity for varied and 
stimulating activities outside of the home. For families who have no transportation, 
who live in unsafe neighborhoods, and who have minimal resources for outings, their 
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indoor home surroundings are likely to be the only environment their young children 
will have the chance to enjoy. When these surroundings are crowded, dilapidated, or 
unsafe, developmental opportunities are likely to be limited indeed. 
The Perspective Provided by Attachment Theory 
I would like to consider this situation in Lee’s life and in his mother’s from the 
perspective of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982). There is an essential spatial element 
to the development of attachment that I believe has not been sufficiently explored. Hart 
(1986), speaking of the connections between outdoor access and attachment behavior, 
points out that toddlers and young children prefer to play within sight and sound of 
their caregivers. The same is true for parents, who are uncomfortable if they cannot 
easily keep an eye on a small child. The natural unfolding of attachment behavior 
requires that child and parent be able, gradually, to experiment with increasing distance 
from one another. What may begin as a game of peek-a-boo progresses to the point 
where an eighteen month old no longer feels anxiety about being in a different room 
from her mother, knowing from experience that she can easily go and find her. 
While this progression can, and does, happen within the coniines of the home, 
easily accessible, safe, outdoor space adds a good deal to the capacity of the child to 
experiment with independence and separation, and to the willingness of the parent to 
trust the child’s competence, and to allow for that separation to happen. This is 
particularly true for families who live in tight quarters. Outdoor play has a quality 
distinct from time spent indoors. The sights and sounds are different, and different 
standards apply. Activities which may be frowned on indoors can be safely indulged 
outside, and the child has a freer rein, most notably to manipulate and transform the 
environment. Going outdoors means experimenting with separation not only in a 
physical way, but also symbolically. To be able to go freely back and forth between 
inside and out is a dramatic component in the child’s experience of autonomy. 
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Visits to parks and playgrounds fill some of these needs, but fail to serve quite 
the same purpose. While such outings may be a boon to families whose only alternative 
is to remain indoors, they fall short in many ways. There is necessarily a limit to the 
amount of time most parents are willing to spend on a park bench. If there is work to 
attend to, or other children with different schedules, it is unlikely that they will spare 
more than an hour or so watching a toddler play. And the more children there are in a 
family, the less likely it becomes that outings will be a solution at all. In Liz’s case, the 
lack of transportation and the distance (over a mile) to the closest playground or open 
space precludes the possibility of regular outings. 
Hiittenmoser describes additional reasons for the inadequacy of public space as 
a substitute for unaccompanied play at home (1995). It offers less opportunity for self- 
invented creative play and for role playing; it is also not possible for children to keep 
fetching objects and materials to implement their ideas for play. In the home yard, 
children can come and go at will, and they exercise considerably more control over the 
situation. 
This does not imply the necessity for single-family detached dwellings with 
separate yards. While high rise housing is a problem, Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian 
describe in detail how this ideal of unaccompanied play can be met in low rise 
apartment blocks and medium density housing through the provision of age-appropriate 
group play space which allows not only for visual access between parent and child, but 
also makes it possible for them to hear one another (1986). 
While these observers and others have related the need for ready outdoor access 
to the attachment requirements of parents and children, there is little work which 
describes the ramifications of its absence. Parke (1978) notes the increased irritability 
of parents who have sustained indoor contact with their children, and Sharp (1984) and 
Peterman (1981) discuss the relationship between crowded indoor living and punitive 
parenting. I am only aware of two studies, however, that make connections between 
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limited outdoor access and disturbances in attachment, and these are both somewhat 
speculative in nature. 
One is the work of Oda and colleagues (1989) who found that five year olds 
living above the 14th floor in a Tokyo high rise were significantly less independent and 
less competent at performing routine daily tasks than five year olds who lived below the 
5th floor. They suggested that this was related to the fact that children on higher floors 
had less opportunity to play outdoors, and that this resulted in “over-attachment” on the 
part of the mothers. 
The work of Htlttenmoser in Zurich demonstrates that these effects are not 
limited to families in high rise housing. When conditions outdoors are not conducive to 
play, similar effects are found. Huttenmoser compared five year olds who could easily 
play outdoors with those who lived in areas where traffic prohibited outdoor play, very 
much Lee’s situation. The children who were not able to play unaccompanied outdoors 
were less developed in terms of motor skills, and less competent in their interactions 
with other children. While Huttenmoser set out only to reveal connections between the 
living environment and children’s development, it became clear over the course of the 
investigations that the quality of the relationship between parent and child was also 
affected. Based on responses to a written interview, Huttenmoser described the parents 
who had to accompany their children outdoors as anxious and over-protective, while 
those who lived in traffic-free surroundings were found to be looser and more 
accomodating with their children. 
The Quality of Liz’s Anxiety 
Huttenmoser’s serendipitous findings are certainly borne out in the behavior of 
Lee’s mother, not only with Lee, but with the older boys too. It is unclear in Liz’s case 
whether her anxiety level is more closely related to the play conditions her boys have 
had access to over the years, or to the traumatic experience of Anthony’s accident 
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several years ago. Since the two are impossible to untangle, it is certainly worth 
looking at the quality of Liz’s protectiveness towards the boys. 
Liz is ambivalent about the older boys’ time outdoors, and she sets strict limits. 
“Anthony’s always wanting to go to the store up on the comer, and I’m like ‘No, 
you’re not old enough!’ Even though I could see him from here, I just couldn’t take the 
chance. Because if I was here alone and someone grabbed him, I’d have to leave three 
kids here alone.” 
When she watches the boys play outdoors, she tends to be extremely anxious. 
She will stand on the porch, cigarette in hand, leaning against the door so the younger 
boys don’t get out, and catch her breath as she watches Michael go by on a bike. She 
yells at them continually: “Anthony, you get back here! Michael, out of the street! Not 
so fast! Get over here and LISTEN to me!” When she is busy indoors, however, it is 
as though they had ceased to exist. She shows no concern for their whereabouts until 
something happens to remind her of their absence. Some child might come by and 
announce that “Michael’s over the bank,” or her mother might stop over and remark 
that Anthony is hanging around with the older kids in the parking lot. Immediately Liz 
is at the door again, shouting for them to “get in here right this minute!” 
The extremes of her responses call to mind Hart’s observations regarding the 
all-or-nothing dilemma of inner city parents, faced with high rise living and dangerous 
neighborhoods (1986). These parents, he notes, either make a point of keeping their 
children with them at all times, or else they relinquish control entirely. There is no 
middle ground. In Liz’s case, the physical circumstances are not that dire. She can 
watch out the door periodically if she chooses to, just to satisfy her concern. Her 
extremes of anxiety and apparent unconcern seem to have more to do, at this point, 
with a quality in her connection with the children that lacks elasticity. She is either on or 
off. It is interesting to speculate on how this quality might express itself as the children 
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grow older. It suggests at least the potential for a rather fatalistic abdication of 
responsibility, as they begin to move out of her immediate sphere. 
This brittle anxiety has been evident, too, in Liz’s dealings with Anthony 
around school. Throughout his kindergarten year he was absent more than half of the 
time. There were a range of factors that got in the way of his attendance. Sometimes he 
was sick, or had a toothache that needed to be attended to. Sometimes Liz just felt that 
he looked peaked, and she kept him home in case he was coming down with 
something. Sometimes he was not awake in time for school. Liz often stays up late to 
watch television or to clean the house, and Anthony will frequently keep her company. 
Sometimes, if the class was going on a field trip, Liz kept him home, uncomfortable 
about having him drive with someone she didn’t know. His teacher claimed that she 
was one of those mothers who just couldn’t let go. 
Her discomfort extended to school busses. Although the bus comes to the end 
of their block, Liz, claiming that Anthony was nervous about it, refused to have him 
ride it to school. School is over a mile away, and this meant she had to make 
arrangements to get him there and back. As a result of this, too, it was often simpler to 
have him stay home. For some months during the year, under pressure by the teacher 
to get him to school, Liz agreed to pay another parent to pick him up each morning for 
five dollars a week, a considerable expense considering their overall budget. On many 
mornings, though, the driver would wait for Anthony for five minutes, and then leave 
without him. 
Johnson and colleagues (1941/1964) discuss the phenomenon of serious school 
absence in young children. Their intensive clinical experience suggested common 
factors in every case, involving anxiety in both mother and child and a strikingly poorly 
resolved early dependency relationship between them. It is more than likely that the 
experience of Anthony’s accident at the age of two may have contributed a good deal to 
Liz’s anxious attachment, and she may, in consequence, be an unusual case. But it is 
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worth considering that both Clarissa and Hope, who have also brought up small 
children without the advantage of safe play space, experience a good deal of anxiety 
with their children. 
Gene started pre-school last year, and although Clarissa was enthusiastic about 
both the teacher and the program, she was clearly ambivalent about Gene’s attendance. 
He had some problems dealing with the other children — nothing, his teacher claimed, 
that wouldn’t be resolved as he became more experienced on that front. But Clarissa 
was sure that Gene was upset at being left out of life at home, and that this made it 
impossible for him to settle down at school. In the end she pulled him out and kept him 
at home for the year. During the summer she made plans for both the children to attend 
a small family day care during the mornings, so that she could work on her studies. 
She was delighted with the young woman providing the care, and initially all seemed 
well. But then she stopped sending the children, claiming that two year old Nita seemed 
not to be enjoying it. In spite of the fact that Clarissa was doing well in her 
coursework, and was excited by her prospects, she has now given up school, feeling 
it’s better for Nita that she be at home. 
Hope has always seemed positive about her daughters’ school experience, and 
she is an involved parent. But she, too, experiences more than the common level of 
anxiety about the girls. She would not sign a permission slip, for instance, for 
Madeleine to join the rest of her class for weekly ice skating during the winter, because 
she couldn’t be sure how safe it was. These children frequently miss out on 
opportunities because of their mothers’ anxieties. 
This kind of anxiety can be attributed to any number of stresses in these 
families’ lives. A lack of access to outdoor play cannot be isolated from the entire web 
of circumstances of which it is a part. But it is important to consider how this particular 
factor might contribute to troubled parenting, and to a lack of opportunity for these 
children. Bowlby, who claimed that the satisfactory development of attachment is 
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critical for mental health, stressed the great importance of identifying any conditions 
that either promote or undermine favorable attachment (Bowlby, 1969/1982). There is a 
strong likelihood that unbroken time indoors with children may indeed contribute to 
disturbed attachment, and it points to the need for controlled research examining the 
long term implications for parents and children of housing that does not allow for 
outdoor play. 
There is no question that this is a significant factor in the minds of all three of 
these young women. When they speak of the homes they’d like to live in, they 
repeatedly stress their desire for a place where children can run and shout in safety. For 
Liz, it’s a big, old, abandoned house in the country; for Hope, a place with a big back 
yard; and for Clarissa, a log cabin in the woods with a field where children can run and 
play in the flowers. 
Recent Changes for Liz and Lee 
Liz has recently become more conscious of Lee’s plight and she is beginning to 
look at the situation more critically. She’s been so used to thinking of Lee as a 
“younger”, a baby along with James, that the thought that he will soon be four is a 
shock to her. She realizes that he’s almost as old as Michael was when they moved to 
this place. “And I let Michael run around out there when he was four. He could handle 
it okay. But Leesy! There’s no way.” 
It’s beginning to seem a matter of urgency to her, finally, to do something. 
After saying for months that she could never trust anyone else to watch Lee closely 
enough, she is now applying to get him into the special pre-school program in town for 
children who have been identified as needing that opportunity. She feels he will be hard 
for the staff to handle, but that he needs the experience. Her plan is to volunteer on a 
regular basis to ease the transition, both for herself and for Lee. She has also been 
talking to the next door neighbor about the possibility of fencing the area immediately 
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outside their two back doors. They’ve approached the landtrust manager who is 
cautious about the idea, but willing to consider it. 
It seems unlikely that Lee will be satisfied with a six by ten patch of ground, 
when all around him he sees other children running free. Liz acknowledges that this is 
not an ideal soution, and says she’ll have to watch him like a hawk. This effort may 
result only in frustration for Liz, and she has neither the financial nor emotional 
resources to squander on something pointless. But it is possible that her willingness to 
address the situation will be productive in some way. If she does put up a fence, it will 
be a struggle to keep Lee inside it. But if she is outside watching him anyway, she is 
more than likely to let him out at some point if he promises to stay close by. If she sits 
on her back steps to watch him play, she may, like mothers everywhere, gradually 
allow him to go a little further. And Lee, testing this freedom and delighting in it, may 
learn quickly how to not to jeopardize it. 
Theme 2: Crowding and Stress 
For all of these families, and in most of the places where they have lived, 
crowding has been a significant issue. As was discussed in the literature review, this is 
the aspect of inadequate housing which is most likely to contribute to family stress 
(Schorr, 1964). Research indicates that crowded living conditions can undermine the 
capacity to cope with social tensions (Lepore, Evans, and Palsane, 1991), and can 
seriously limit the options that are open to parents in dealing with their children (Sharp, 
1984). 
Clarissa and her family have been seriously troubled by crowded conditions in 
the last year. Not only has the situation contributed to stress; it has also been used as 
the justification for repressive patterns of behavior. The interactions between Clarissa 
and her litttle son Gene suggest that the connections between crowding and family 
difficulties are complex and dynamic. 
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Clarissa was abused for years by her father, both physically and sexually. Since 
her late teens she has been in a series of more or less abusive relationships with 
different men in her life. As far as she is concerned, all of this has affected her feelings 
for five year old Gene. While she regrets her rejection of this little boy, she speculates 
that for her he symbolizes “the whole male species.” I want to consider here the ways 
that crowded housing has compounded this already difficult family situation. 
The Family’s Old Housing 
When I first knew them. Gene and his mother lived with his two year old half- 
sister and his mother’s new companion, Ben, in a tiny, rundown, two bedroom 
apartment on a busy street. There was no yard, and inside the apartment the low 
ceilings and small crowded rooms were tight and claustrophobic (see figure 3). The 
kitchen was too small even to hold all four of them around the table at one time; and the 
living room had to double as work space for Ben’s art projects and for Clarissa’s 
school homework. There was a small front porch, but the floor had rotted out in places, 
and a child could fall through gaps in the railings to the ground far below. 
Clarissa described how hard she found it to live there: “You get a sense that you 
are trapped,” she said. “There’s no place for the kids to run, not much space for them 
to play in. I get edgy, very edgy. I get grouchy and snappish. I don’t really want to 
deal with them. I just want them to leave me alone. I feel so trapped, and the kids don’t 
help when they want to cling.” She acknowledged that these emotions were particularly 
directed towards Gene. Little Nita was far easier for her to take. 
Clarissa, Ben, and Nita shared one cramped bedroom in this apartment, and 
Gene had the other. This arrangement reflected Clarissa’s desire to give him what she 
could, and perhaps even to make up for the fact that she had so little room for him in 
her heart. More profoundly, though, it reflected the family dynamic, in which Gene is 
very much on the outside. He’s a lively, curious, anxious little boy, and for both 
adults, but for his mother in particular, he was a constantly irritating and needy 
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presence. Not surprisingly, Gene was required to spend much of his time in his room. 
There was simply no other place to send him to get him out from underfoot. 
Often Gene hovered in the doorway between his room and the kitchen, 
watching from the periphery of the family circle. Occasionally he would ask plaintively 
for something to eat, or say “Doesn’t anyone want to give me a hug?” When he was too 
insistent about asking to come out, he was reminded that he was lucky to have a room 
of his own, and told to play with his door closed, or to go take a nap. “He has to 
learn,” Clarissa would say, “that he can’t just get attention whenever he wants it. 
Interactions of this kind support the findings of family systems theorists Kantor 
and Lehr (1975), who argue that family relationships are defined and expressed 
through household rules regarding boundaries and territory. Family process, according 
to these researchers, is driven and supported by understandings regarding distance. 
Gene’s room was a narrow little space. It held a bed and a chest of drawers, but 
not much else. Toys and books were kept out in the living room where they’d be 
available to both children. Gene liked to climb on the toy box, and for that reason, too, 
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Clarissa preferred to have it where she could keep an eye on things; she was afraid, she 
said, that Gene would slip and hurt himself, or that he’d break the toy box. 
On the wall behind Gene’s bed was the room’s one window. Gene was 
watching some children on the sidewalk one day from his room, and he banged on the 
glass to attract their attention. The glass broke, and Ben had to nail a blanket over the 
window to keep Gene from cutting himself, and to keep out the weather. The room, in 
consequence, was dark, and Gene could no longer see outside. It was hard to get the 
landlord to attend to repairs, and besides, Clarissa felt it was important for Gene to 
learn the consequences of his actions. 
Near the foot of the bed was a closet crammed with family possessions which 
they had no space for elsewhere. Clarissa was concerned that Gene might hurt himself 
rummaging around among the boxes piled high in the closet, and so she bolted the door 
shut, and he was told to stay out of there. Over in the comer of the room was a low, 
dark, cubby hole through which plumbing pipes ran. It was kept open to prevent the 
pipes from freezing in the winter, and Gene had been warned to keep out, since the 
pipes were often hot and might burn him. Some of Gene’s drawings were pinned on 
the wall, high up near the ceiling where he couldn’t reach them. This was to prevent 
him from tearing them down, Clarissa said, because she wanted him to have them, to 
be able to look at them with pride. She was afraid that if they were lower he might tire 
of them and tear them down. 
Implications for Gene 
Gene’s room, in effect, was a dark, lonely place filled with prohibitions. It was 
hardly his at all, Clarissa agreed when we talked about it. Almost anything he might do 
in this room was either dangerous or forbidden. It has been argued that a child’s room 
is a place of considerable significance in the development of self-identity (Proshansky 
and Fabian, 1987). This must be disproportionately true for a child who spends the 
greater part of his time there. The messages that Gene received during his hours in this 
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room were sad ones, that windows break when you knock on them, and once broken, 
they stay broken, that attempts to communicate with the world outside are perilous; that 
you need to be protected not only from that world, but from your own treacherous 
impulses; that interesting places like plumbing cubbies and closets are dangerous; that 
what you make is not really yours; and that in some important way you are helpless and 
ultimately alone. 
Gene’s isolation was not primarily a function of physical space. The quality of 
his housing, however, compounded the difficulties inherent in his situation. The 
overcrowding in the apartment contributed to his mother’s stress level, and 
undoubtedly increased her need for relief from Gene. The effects of residential 
crowding has been related to the interactions of parents with their children; in 
Peterman’s work with abusive and neglectful parents, she became sharply aware of the 
contribution of limited space to parental stress. Parents frequently spoke to her of their 
need for physical distance as a critical part of the attempt to maintain control over 
themselves (Peterman, 1981). In the absence of a place to which she could withdraw 
herself, Clarissa’s best alternative was to banish Gene. 
The situation in this apartment also reduced the options available to this child. 
In more generous housing, Gene might have found in the physical environment a 
measure of comfort and stimulation which his social environment for the most part 
denied him. Instead, the deprivation in his social world was echoed and reinforced in 
his physical surroundings. Alone in his room, there was nothing to distract Gene from 
his neediness and isolation. Hovering in his doorway, his demands for attention would 
become ever more basic and pathetic. 
Effects on Identity and Social Development 
Although Gene is a bright and curious child, the general lack of stimulation in 
his environment, combined with the prohibitions that surrounded him, were stifling the 
exploration so critical to his cognitive development (Wohlwill and Heft, 1987). More 
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significantly, perhaps, his sense of self and his relationship to others was 
compromised. Gene’s opportunities to develop trust, autonomy, and initiative were 
sadly curtailed in both social and physical realms. 
A critical element linking Gene’s development in these areas to his physical 
surroundings was his mother’s constant reliance on prohibitions. In early childhood, 
by virtue of how and where children spend most of their time, prohibitions are 
frequently related to the material environment of the home, and to the child’s propensity 
for “getting into things.” In a situation which is crowded, dilapidated, or threatening to 
safety, such prohibitions abound. As Newson and Newson point out, activities that in 
another context might be considered quite acceptable are treated as misbehavior when 
there is insufficient space available (1970). 
Prohibitions against certain kinds of behavior take on clarity when they stand 
out against the background of acceptable behavior. “You may not pour milk on the 
floor” becomes an interesting exception to the range of pourings that are allowed. You 
may pour milk on your cereal, and you may pour it into a glass. If you have tolerant 
parents, perhaps you may even pour milk back and forth between one glass and 
another. You may also pour water in the bathtub, or outdoors, or into a potted 
geranium. By being able to distinguish a prohibited behavior from those that are 
acceptable, a child develops the capacity to reconcile social codes of conduct with his or 
her impulses or needs. 
But what of a situation where few of a child’s impulses can find an appropriate 
outlet? If Gene wants to jump, for instance, he is faced with a dilemma. He can’t jump 
off the couch, because there are people living below, and they’ll be angry and complain 
to the landlord. He can’t jump on his bed either, because the springs are old and might 
break. He can’t go out on the porch and jump — he might go right through it. There’s 
no yard to jump in — the ground beneath the house falls away so precipitously that a 
misstep could mean a fall all the way down to the fire station. Not only does the 
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physical need fail to be met, but a range of threatening possibilities are raised by the 
very desire. 
The same kinds of blanket prohibitions apply to running, climbing, shouting, 
exploring, constructing, and probably even pouring. There is, after all, no bathtub and 
no outdoors, and if water spills on the floor, it will probably trickle through the old 
floorboards and the ceiling beneath it into the apartment below. It’s easier just to say 
no. Clarissa is so accustomed to saying no that it’s become almost a default response, 
and one that’s difficult to break away from even when alternatives might be possible. 
Clarissa’s restrictive parenting is often resorted to as a way of conserving 
emotional resources. She is likely to respond to any expression of energy on Gene’s 
part as something that can escalate, get out of hand, and require a more extreme 
response a little way down the line. One blanket restriction can eliminate the need for 
endless smaller interactions, negotiations, and decisions. McLoyd (1990), in her 
review of the impact of economic hardship on parenting practices, points out that 
negotiating with children takes patience and concentration. Parents who are burdened 
with concerns, she argues, are likely to choose strategies with their children that take 
little effort. 
Prohibited behavior is not the exception, then, it becomes the rule. Gene learns 
that his impulses, by and large, are not simple matters. Their expression most 
frequently is greeted by indignation, weariness, impatience, or anger, and he is 
lectured, punished, banished to his room. This is complicated, of course, by the 
already deep resevoir of resentment and irritation that his mother feels for him. Gene is 
unlikely to be given the benefit of the doubt. Little Nita also gets into things, or acts in 
ways that aren’t appropriate to the family’s crowded space; Clarissa says she has to 
reprimand her a dozen times every hour. But in Nita’s case there are reserves of 
affection to call on, and Clarissa is more likely to respond with understanding. 
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The implications for Gene’s sense of himself are clear. There is little 
opportunity for him to experience autonomy, or to gain a sense of confidence or 
comfort with himself and his needs. It is interesting also to speculate on the 
implications for Gene’s development of morality and responsibility. Although the 
postulated sources and mechanisms of moral development are numerous and contested, 
there appears to be little doubt that the internalization of prohibitions plays at least some 
part in this process (Emde, Johnson, and Easterbrooke, 1987). But this situation 
throws into doubt his capacity to internalize prohibitions in any productive way. As 
suggested above, when all Gene’s impulses are responded to with prohibitions, there is 
little opportunity for him to learn to distinguish between positive behavior and its 
alternatives. In the same way that Lee is learning to conflate independence and 
transgression, Gene runs the risk of seeing all his impulses as dangerous. He is 
learning to distinguish not between good and bad, but between taking risks and being 
safe. His physical circumstances, together with his mother’s level of frustration with 
him (exacerbated by these same physical circumstances) have the potential to undermine 
Gene’s development as a morally responsible person. 
The Initial Impact of Improved Conditions 
Although a few studies have pointed to the tendency for parents to resort to 
more restrictive or punitive behavior under crowded conditions (Newson and Newson, 
1970; Peterman, 1981; Sharp, 1984), there is no research that looks at the effects of 
improved housing on this pattern of behavior. My experience with Gene and his family 
has given me the opportunity to look at this transition over the period of several 
months. There have been no dramatic behavioral changes over that brief time, but old 
patterns can be hard to break, particularly when they are in part the expression of deep 
seated emotional problems. There have been, nonetheless, some fascinating shifts and 
accomodations in this family’s adjustment to new quarters, and on the whole, things 
seem to be moving in a more positive direction for Clarissa and Gene. 
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The family had been living in their small, crowded apartment for nine or ten 
months when they were finally told that a landtrust apartment had opened up, and that 
they were first in line for it. This was welcome news for Clarissa. She would not be 
able to see the apartment for another month, but she knew that there were two large 
bedrooms and a small one, a porch and a back yard, and that the rent would be less 
than she was currently paying. Having never seen the place, she was free to give her 
fantasies full rein, and for a month she conjured up visions of all kinds of wonderful 
possibilities. She imagined to herself that they might have access to the basement, and 
that she and Ben would be able to set up work space down there, and take turns with 
the children. She thought about getting the children a wading pool, and in her mind’s 
eye she saw them active and happy all summer long. When it finally came time to see 
the new place, she was anxious for fear she might have built it up too much to herself. 
But the place was even better than she had dared hope (see figure 4). Rooms 
were large and bright, there were beautiful wood floors, and the back yard had a patch 
of wilderness at the end of a long lawn. It was thrilling to walk around with the family 
on their first visit. There were gasps of disbelief at the size of the kitchen, and 
excitement at the discovery of a tiny laundry room next to it, which could serve as an 
art studio for Ben. There was a glass-fronted cabinet in the living room, and the 
bathroom had a counter around the sink to put things on. Clarissa kept saying, “This 
place is just a palace! I don’t believe it!” When we went back to the old house, it felt 
dismal and squalid by contrast. 
Clarissa and Ben took great pleasure in organizing the new space. Ben soon had 
his workspace set up, and was delighted to know that his art work and supplies could 
be left out without concern about the children. Clarissa enjoyed arranging and 
rearranging the living room, trying to make it feel both cosy and spacious at the same 
time. She decided that toys would be kept in the children’s bedrooms, so that a feeling 
of calm could prevail in the living room. 
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The most significant decisions had to do with the allocation of bedrooms. There were 
three rooms, two of them magnificently large for bedrooms. These two rooms had been 
the parlor and dining room in the original house. They were connected by large 
Figure 4: Clarissa’s new apartment. 
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double doors and both of them also had doors out to the present living room. The third 
bedroom was tiny, and could only be reached through one of the larger two rooms. All 
three rooms, then, were connected in a series. Clarissa decided to give Gene the middle 
room. It seemed to her that he deserved a big room to play in, after all his months in 
that small, dark, space. Nita would have the little room, and she and Ben would take 
the end room with the fireplace, which had once been the parlor. 
Gene was very excited. His room was bright and airy with two big windows 
and a ceiling fan that was his pride and joy. He could turn it on himself, and watch the 
blades whirring around from his bed. Clarissa moved the toy box into his room, also a 
big gain for Gene. His room was to be the designated playroom in the house. One of 
the most significant changes that this room represented, though, lay in its position 
relative to the other bedrooms. It placed Gene between his sister and the adults, rather 
than putting him out on the fringes of things. It was intriguing to speculate on whether 
this spatial change might influence the way the household functioned together. Gene’s 
wonderful new bedroom, together with the huge yard and its rope swing, held out the 
prospect of many new opportunities for Gene, and some real relief for his mother. On 
the face of it, things looked promising. But quickly, amazingly quickly in fact, the old 
dynamic seemed to find new ways to assert itself. 
From the beginning, despite all the obvious benefits it offered, the big back 
yard was something of a sore point. Clarissa had looked forward to it so much, 
convinced that it would absorb Gene completely, and take care of all his needs. She had 
visions of a carefree child, running and playing hour after blissful hour. But Gene was 
unsettled by the move, and as much in need of reassurance as ever. He had little 
experience with outdoor play, and he wasn’t sure what to do out there. There was a tire 
swing, but without someone to push him, its appeal wore out fast. Much of the time, 
he stood around on the back porch, looking uncertain, while Clarissa shouted out to 
him, “C’mon Gene! Go play! You have a back yard now, for Pete’s sake! ” 
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While they were busy settling into the house, he was sent outside repeatedly, 
literally banished to the outdoors, and it felt like being sent to his room all over again. 
“Gene!” Clarissa would say when he came tentatively through the back door, “I’ve told 
you, play outside! We’ll call you when it’s time to come in.” Nita, meanwhile, was 
considered too young to be allowed out there alone, and she played around indoors 
near the adults. 
While it seems preferable by far to be exiled to a sunny yard, than to be sent to a 
small dark room, it was really not that simple for Gene. What he wanted more than 
anything was to be included by the family, and from his perspective this situation felt 
even worse. In the old house he could at least watch and listen from his room, and have 
a good idea of what everyone else was up to. Now he was sent off to the back yard, 
and he truly had no contact with the family from there. He could only imagine what 
they were all doing, and this increased his anxiety and his sense of isolation. I found 
him one day sobbing out on the lawn. All he wanted, he said, was to be inside with all 
the others. Searles, a psychiatrist, in discussing the relationship of the child to the 
nonhuman environment, makes the case that true engagement with the outer world is 
difficult when a child is anxiously obsessed by human relations (Searles, 1959). 
Indoors too, old patterns began to reassert themselves. Less than three weeks 
after the move. Gene’s room was given to Nita, and he moved into the tiny room at the 
far end. Clarissa claimed she was reluctant to make this change, since Gene loved his 
room and didn’t want to leave it. But she felt that Nita’s behavior forced her into it. 
Nita, in her own room for the first time, had been leaving her bed during the night and 
heading in to join the adults. They found it hard to sleep with Nita kicking, and Clarissa 
felt that moving her into the middle room might change things. She would be closer to 
them, and perhaps more important, would be able to see their bed from her bed, an 
arrangement which came closer to reproducing their old set up. 
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It was ironic that the only solution that made sense to Clarissa was one that in 
effect reinstated Gene on the fringes, and in the smallest room. Other solutions mi^ht 
have been possible. The adults could have taken the middle room, or Gene and Nita 
might have shared it. But Clarissa and Ben loved their room, with its fireplace and 
cable hook-up. It made little sense for the television to be in a child’s room. And she 
was sure that Gene preferred to have his own space. Perhaps most important, this new 
arrangement felt familiar, however unconsciously so, for it came the closest to 
reinstating old patterns. 
The little room was not a bad room. It had a window and a carpetted floor, and 
while it was small, it didn’t come close to being as dismal as Gene’s old room. Given 
the overall arrangement of things, though, it couldn’t help but have emotional 
significance for Gene, for it spatially reinforced his sense that Nita belonged and that he 
did not. 
On the positive side an argument might be made that this room, being at the end 
of the line, provided Gene with greater privacy and hence more autonomy, than he 
would have had in the middle room, which serves as a passageway to the little room. 
However, the fact that there was no door on the room, and that he was still required to 
go through Nita’s room to get back and forth eliminated any autonomy he might have 
gained in the trade. Furthermore this room was too small to hold the toybox, and so 
Gene no longer reigned over the playroom. Both in terms of control and for his sense 
of belonging the trade was a hard one for Gene. 
The family’s response to their new quarters is a useful reminder of the limits of 
environmental determinism. Not only are we shaped by our surroundings; we also 
shape them to suit our particular requirements. But this is a dynamic process, and the 
relationship continues to evolve. As the Newsons found in their Nottingham study, it 
can take a generation for a new physical environment to modify firmly established 
patterns of behavior (Newson and Newson, 1970). 
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More Recent Changes 
Now, eight months after the move, much in the pattern of Clarissa’s and 
Gene’s interactions remains stable, but there have also been changes. Outdoor play 
gradually became a less difficult issue as time passed. When the immediate pressures of 
the move were over, Clarissa began to spend more time on the back porch watching 
Nita play. She was initially anxious about allowing Nita out without constant adult 
supervision, but as the weeks went by she became increasingly relaxed about it, and 
soon was able to work inside while the children played together out back. The fact that 
Gene had company out there made the yard a far more appealing place for him. Clarissa 
bought a wading pool, and on hot days, the whole family liked to climb in. There were 
cook outs on the back porch, and the laundry was brought home to dry in the yard. The 
yard became more of a focus for activity, and less a place of exile. Cold weather came 
all too soon, and for several months outdoor time was less of a factor in their lives. 
Indoors, there are many more possibilities than was true of the old place. Ben 
has his little studio, fishing gear in the comer, music tapes neatly stacked on shelves, 
and current art project on the desk, and he can close the door behind him and withdraw 
from the family when he needs to. Clarissa has a desk in one comer of their enormous 
bedroom, and she, too, can more easily separate herself from the activity around her. 
Family members are less irritating to one another. The children frequently play with 
their toys in Nita’s room, and there is less need to banish Gene in order to get him out 
from underfoot. When he is sent to his room, it seems less bleak. Since there is no 
door between his room and Nita’s, even being sent off does not mean being limited in 
quite the same way. He is usually able to go back and forth getting toys without 
irritating his mother. 
The increased space in the new apartment has allowed for greater differentiation 
in the use of various rooms. Since the living room no longer serves as playroom, work 
room, overflow eating space, and storage room, it has been possible to define the 
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activities that are acceptable there in distinction to those that are allowed in other parts of 
the house. This means that the kinds of blanket prohibitions that were in force in the old 
place are no longer necessary. Now Clarissa can say, “You may not spread toys all 
over the living room floor. That’s what the playroom is for,” or “No running in here. 
Go outside if you want to do that.” Gene is given more opportunity to compare 
undesirable behavior to its acceptable counterparts. 
In general the added space has greatly expanded the range of possibilities open 
to this family. It has not by any means eliminated stress and tension from their lives. 
It’s been a difficult year in many ways. Ben and Clarissa were married close to the time 
of the move, and it’s been a year of transition for both of them. Neither one has had 
great success in previous relationships, and they are disappointed to find that many of 
their old problems have to be dealt with again in the context of this new relationship. 
It’s been difficult financially too. Ben lost his disability allowance earlier in the year, 
but has been unable to find work, and has been plagued by pain and illness. Because of 
their marriage, Clarissa’s welfare benefits were jeopardized, and there were some 
anxious months before the situation was temporarily settled again. 
Then too, Clarissa’s problems with Gene run deep, and there is no easy cure 
for them. The source of their troubled relationship does not lie entirely in their material 
conditions, and neither can the solution. In some ways improved conditions may 
actually have complicated the situation by upsetting a certain equilibrium. In the past it’s 
been possible for Clarissa to see their circumstances as in large part responsible for her 
difficulties with her son. If only he wasn’t underfoot all the time, she claimed, things 
would be easier. The last year has made it clear that the situation is more complex than 
that. As the difficulties imposed by their housing have disappeared, Clarissa has been 
obliged to find other reasons for her continued desire to push him away. Increasingly, 
Gene has come underfire for trivial misdemeanors that become inflated out of 
proportion to their significance. He has retaliated in disturbing ways — by lighting 
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fires, and on one occasion, hiding kitchen knives in his room. It5s felt close to crisis at 
times. 
In spite of a quality of desperation in their dealings, it seems possible that the 
disequilibrium may in fact have been necessary to any long term improvement. It has 
driven Clarissa to seek professional help for herself and Gene, and she is disarmingly 
honest about the role she plays in all of this. She recognizes and acknowledges that 
Gene’s behavior is that of a needy child, and that her responses to his neediness have 
been far from adequate. It’s an admission I don’t think she could have made a year ago. 
Clarissa is making the effort to find new strategies for dealing with Gene. A 
particularly effective one has been his “love box”. Gene has always woken up in the 
morning earlier than the rest of the household. It’s hard for him to stay in his room. 
He’s hungry, for one thing, and when he goes in search of food, he tends to get into 
things, and the day starts off badly between him and his mother. Recently Clarissa tried 
something new. She gave Gene a special box, and every night after he’s asleep, she 
puts a snack in it, and something special for him to do to keep him busy while they’re 
still asleep. It gets her thinking each evening about what he might enjoy, and it’s a thrill 
each morning for him to open it. 
Given Clarissa’s determination to change things with Gene, the improved 
housing may well become a more significant factor in their lives than it has been 
already. What it offers is flexibility, and a range of opportunities, but someone has to 
take advantage of the choices that are made available. As Clarissa experiments with new 
strategies for handling Gene and herself, she is likely to find this flexibility an 
important support. 
Theme 3: Relocation 
One of the by-products of inadequate housing for the families in this study has 
been a tendency towards frequent relocation. Members of these families have moved 
almost routinely an average of once every seven or eight months. This is in no way 
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remarkable to them. Everyone that they know accepts almost as a given that those who 
live in untenable conditions move frequently, forced onward either by eviction, by 
hostilities with neighbors, or by the desire for an improvement in living conditions. 
Liz’s immediate network is a good case in point. During the last year her parents have 
moved twice, and spent four months doubled up with Liz’s family. Her sister -in-law 
was evicted with her children, and her sister left town. Her mother-in-law was forced 
out of her apartment by the owner, who wanted to convert the place to a restaurant. She 
lived in a motel for a while, and now is having trouble with her new landlord. 
Liz’s childhood memories, like Clarissa’s, revolve around her family’s frequent 
moves: “Packing up and unpacking, packing up and unpacking. You’d just get 
comfortable and you have to move, or Dad wanted to move. The place wasn’t nice. Or 
it wasn’t right. Alcoholics next door banging on the wall, or sometimes it was the 
landlords were jerks and they wouldn’t fix things, or the landlords wouldn’t care what 
was going on. We’d tell him the complaints, but he wouldn’t listen. We would tell 
them, the landlord, would you please tell these guys to be quiet. I’m tired, my 
daughter’s in bed. My mom complained a lot. I couldn’t get no sleep because the 
people out back were partying and boogying and screaming and hollering. It got where 
my mom couldn’t handle it, so she would just look in the paper for another place and 
another place, and another place. My mom would just figure it was better to move than 
fight a war she couldn’t win.” 
The average rate of relocation for Americans is once in every five years (Heller, 
1982).While anecdotal evidence points to a much higher turnover in poor communities, 
formal figures are hard to come by. Neither a search of the literature nor a telephone 
survey of knowledgeable people in the field has yielded any data on the relationship 
between chronic poverty and rates of relocation. There is a general lack of attention in 
the literature to the patterns and ramifications of relocation among the housed poor. 
Evidence from the wider population, however, points to the stresses that accompany 
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relocation. While some investigators point out that moving can be a positive experience, 
research finds increased levels of family conflict, alcohol abuse, illness, and marital 
breakdown even among those who move voluntarily (Makowsky et al, 1988; Sluzki, 
1990; Weissman and Paykel, 1972). There is evidence also that those who are highly 
mobile show little personal involvement in the new neighborhood and community, and 
dissatisfaction with social relationships is reported as a consequence of frequent 
relocation (Brett, 1982, Stokols, Shumaker, and Martinez, 1983). 
The Experience of Hope’s Family with Relocation 
Of the three families in this study, moving seems to have been a most pivotal 
factor in the lives of Hope’s family. Hope’s nine year old daughter, Madeleine, has 
moved 24 times during her short life, or an average of once every four and a half 
months. This has included extended stays in shelters and frequent periods doubled up 
with relatives, sometimes in the most difficult conditions. The last year has been 
typical. Since I’ve known them, Madeleine and her family have lived in four different 
places (not counting a homeless shelter), and in three different towns. 
The family’s frequent moves up and down the east coast have often been 
forced events. They have been unable to pay the rent, have worn out their welcome 
with family members, and on one occasion were evading the police. (Paul was 
convicted several years ago of breaking and entering, and he spent a year in jail.) 
Frequently, though, these moves have been undertaken in the hope of finding better 
housing, better jobs, and improving their lot in life. It’s hard for Hope sometimes to 
distinguish between a voluntary and an involuntary move; she feels at one and the same 
time pushed out by her current circumstances and pulled on by the vision of something 
better around the next comer. There begins to be a certain seductive inevitability about 
the next move. “After being on the road for so long and stuff,” says Hope, “ all you 
ever want to do is move. If something doesn’t work out, you want to move. Almost 
invariably, though, the result of their moves has been increased debt and hardship. 
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Hope recognizes that their constant mobility has been hard on her children. She 
recalls periods on the road when they were penniless and trying to get to the next 
temporary harbor. There was one three day stretch in Port Authority in New York; she 
was pregnant, Madeleine was crying for food, and they were sleeping in hallways 
while they panhandled for money to get back to Vermont. During one of the family’s 
most difficult periods, when jobs were impossible to find and they had worn out their 
welcome at a grandmother’s trailer, two year old Madeleine, her parents, and her infant 
sister lived for a month in a tent in the woods. Because cold weather was coming on 
and the children were sickly, and because she dreaded shelter life for them, Hope gave 
the two girls up to foster care. Two weeks later, when they had found temporary 
shelter in another state, she was able to get Madeleine back. But the baby stayed on 
with the foster parents, and was subsequently adopted. They have since had another 
child, but Hope still grieves for her lost baby, and she is sure that Madeleine’s anxiety 
at being left alone stems from her time as a two year old living with strangers. 
Factors that might normally contribute to keeping a family stable do not play a 
significant role in the lives of Hope and her family. Social ties do not hold them. 
Relationships with family members are often strained, and for the most part, turning to 
relatives is an act of desperation rather than a desire for connection. Nor are friendships 
an important factor. Hope and her husband, like the other adults I dealt with, tend to be 
suspicious of neighbors and to refrain from the kinds of efforts with other people that a 
longer term residence might encourage. Hope explains: “Me and Paul are the type of 
persons that are to ourselves. Like with stuff that happens in the neighborhood, we 
mind our own business. We don’t get into people’s stuff. We learned that from the 
past, not to associate with neighbors. It seems to interfere with our life.” This is very 
much in keeping with research findings among the general population (Brett, 1982; 
Stokols, Shumaker, and Martinez, 1983) 
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Nor are jobs an incentive for this family to remain settled. Although Hope and 
Paul have usually been able to find work, it has almost always been low-paying entry 
level work, and it’s seldom seemed worth holding on to for long. Sometimes these jobs 
don’t even yield minimum wage. When I first met Hope, she was waitressing for 
$2.50 an hour plus tips at a fast food place. The tips generally didn’t amount to much, 
and it was not unusual for her to make less than 20 dollars for a six hour day. “I don’t 
like the waitressing,” Hope explains, “because every time you clean off the tables, 
there’s always a disappointment, you know what I mean? You swear you did a good 
job, your waitressing was perfect, the food was perfect. And you get to the table and 
they left you nothing. I hate that disappointment.” Even when she and Paul are both 
working, it’s hard for them to make both ends meet. 
If anything, Hope’s relationship both to work and to other people has 
contributed more to the desire to move on than to remain settled in a place. The one 
factor that has had the power to break their endless cycle of mobility has been the 
provision of decent and affordable housing. A few years ago, the family was accepted 
into Brookfield’s transitional housing program. The apartment they moved into was 
large, light, and clean, the rent was manageable, and the neighborhood pleasant. There 
was a big back yard, and Madeleine and her small sister, Whitney, spent happy hours 
out there playing on the tire swing, and in the sand. For almost two years Madeleine 
woke up in the same bed each morning, attended the same school, and established a 
network of friends. It was a happy and productive time for this child. Paul had fairly 
steady work with a construction firm, and Hope worked part time as a waitress and 
was thrilled finally to earn her high school diploma. 
But last spring, when their allotted time in the program was about to end, things 
began to disintegrate again. There was a lot of anxiety in the household about what the 
next step would be. Hope and Paul argued frequently, and he became threatening and 
abusive, as he had been at times in the past. Fearing for the children, Hope packed two 
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small bags one morning after he had left for work, and the three of them left home. 
From a phone booth Hope contacted her children’s teachers, her boss at Pizza Hut, and 
her landlord, to tell them of her decision, and then they headed for the bus depot. Hope 
wanted to be someplace where Paul would have no chance of tracking her down, and 
she decided on a city three or four hours to the north, a place where they knew no-one. 
She had saved enough money to see them through for a week or so in a motel if 
necessary, and hoped to figure out something more permanent by then. 
When they arrived, they were fortunate to find space in one of the city’s 
homeless shelters. Hope enrolled Madeleine in the school down the road, and spent the 
days looking into possibilities and wandering with Whitney around a mall. The 
children, she said, found the shelter too depressing to be in during the day. They 
managed to find an apartment quickly, thanks to the emergency funds provided by a 
local crisis center. But Hope was lonely, and felt vulnerable and preyed upon as a 
single woman; she hated this city, and the children wanted to go back home. After a 
few weeks her resolve weakened, and she tracked Paul down at his mother’s place. He 
had vacated their apartment, and sold most of their possessions. What he didn’t sell, he 
abandoned. 
The family was reunited, and once again decided to start fresh somewhere new. 
The program in Brookfield was over, and they had no other prospects locally. They 
headed to Florida with their remaining funds, but met with a chilly reception there from 
Hope’s stepmother. Lacking the family support they had hoped for, and running out of 
money, they decided that their only option was to return to Paul’s mother’s trailer back 
in Vermont in a small village about twenty miles from Brookfield. She grudgingly 
agreed to let them stay on for 50 dollars a week, and they moved in until they were able 
to save the money for the downpayment on an apartment. It took several months. The 
car had broken down, and Paul was hitching many miles to work each day. He often 
found rides hard to get, and this cut into his hours at work. Hope tried to find work in 
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the village, but childcare was difficult to work out. Beyond a brief waitressing stint 
during foliage season, there was nothing available during the hours she was free. 
Finally they put together the money for the security deposit and the first and last 
month’s rent on a one bedroom apartment, and recently they moved back to Brookfield 
again. Madeleine and her sister sleep in the living room there, but Hope has fixed it up 
so that there’s space during the day for them to play . She has found part-time work in 
the video store downstairs, and the girls have settled back into the school they attended 
a year ago. 
The Impact of Moving on Hope as a Parent 
These moves take a heavy toll on Hope’s capacity to deal with the girls’ needs. 
She’s a committed mother and has been vigilant about her children’s well-being. She 
sees to their health care, is involved in their schooling, and takes them regularly to the 
library. Every time they move, however, it is necessary to get a new library card, find a 
new doctor, meet new teachers, and have numerous records transferred. Without 
transportation or a telephone, these routines are difficult to accomplish, and there is 
often a time lag before everything is in place again. 
Sometimes the simplest things can seem overwhelming. One morning soon 
after they moved in with her grandmother, Madeleine woke up with a fever and 
earache. Hope knew she needed antibiotics, but they had no doctor now, were out of 
money, and their medicaid benefits had lapsed when she moved. Fortunately I was able 
to drive up to the village, and we took Madeleine to the closest medical office. Hope 
explained her position, and the doctor agreed to treat Madeleine on the understanding 
that Hope would apply within the week for coverage to reimburse him. The pharmacist, 
however, was unwilling to take it on faith, and Hope had to borrow money for 
medicine. The emotional burden of presenting herself repeatedly as a person in need of 
help is a difficult one for her. 
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She set about applying for medicaid again (a round trip of forty miles), and 
found that they would indeed be eligible.The application form, however, required a 
statement of their rent costs along with the signature of their landlord. Paul’s mother 
was unwilling to sign the form, fearing that she would be taxed for the $200 a month 
she was receiving from the family. Hope had to give up on medicaid until they had their 
own place, and she prayed that the girls stayed well. 
On frequent occasions this family has lived doubled up with relatives for 
anything up to three or four months. These are difficult times for the children and for 
Hope, who finds she cannot always deal with her girls the way she would like to, but 
has to tailor her responses to the expectations of others in order to keep the peace. 
Recently, when they lived in their grandmother’s trailer, Madeleine, her sister, and her 
mother shared one double bed in a room that measured seven by nine feet. Paul slept on 
a daybed in a crowded and unheated storage room attached to the trailer. Because their 
grandmother dislikes noise and disruption, the girls had to restrict their play to quiet 
games on their bed. “ They love their grandmother,” says Hope, “but it’s not their 
house. They can’t do what they want. Back home, I used to let them go in the 
refrigerator and get stuff to drink themselves. Can’t do that here. She just doesn’t want 
kids in the refrigerator. She’s like Paul. She has an attitude on certain things. You can 
tell she’s pissed because she sucks her teeth.” 
For her birthday, Madeleine wanted to invite her best friend from back in 
Brookfield. “But Paul doesn’t want to ask his mom,” said Hope. “That friend is kind 
of wild, and she can’t do that here. At our old place they would run around and be 
chasing after Paul and screaming and stuff. I don’t mind it — it don’t bother me. But 
here I’m always after the kids. Noise, how they treat stuff. I mean they can’t break 
anything. I can understand. It’s her home. But it’s really hard for us. It’s just not our 
home and I hate it!” Although the family considered this living situation preferable to 
shelter life, it allowed Madeleine and her sister few opportunities for initiative or 
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autonomy, and reminded the older child constantly of her family’s humiliating 
dependence. 
Time spent in shelters was even harder to cope with as a parent. Hope recalls a 
three month period at a shelter in Vermont while Paul was in jail. It was like a Holiday 
Inn, she said, compared to some she had known in Connecticut. Even so, it was a 
difficult and frightening place to be with children. “That was the most hardest time I 
ever went through,” she says. “It was very hard to keep control of your kids and stuff. 
The kids couldn’t do the things they wanted to do. Like they couldn’t watch TV during 
the day. And there was these guys that came in and out of there, making accusations 
against you and stuff like that. It was scary in some ways. These guys make hits at 
you and say foul things at you. There was no staff at night, so you don’t know if some 
guy’s going to come in and rape you. I was pretty scared.” 
The Implications for Madeleine 
Madeleine, at nine, is an unusually bright, resilient, and appealing child. She 
learned to read at the age of four, has done well in school so far, and makes friends 
easily. More than many children in poverty, she appears to have the capacity to be 
unbowed by her circumstances. It will be an uphill fight, however, for her to realize her 
obvious potential. These frequent moves have significant emotional, social, and 
economic ramifications for her family, and Madeleine cannot help but feel their effects. 
Werner and Smith, studying the sources of resilience and vulnerability in children’s 
lives, point out that as the cumulative number of stresses and disadvantages in a child’s 
situation climb, more protective factors are needed to ensure positive outcomes. They 
claim, furthermore, that a range of studies indicate increased vulnerability for girls as 
they enter adolescence (1992). 
For most of first and second grade, Madeleine was able to be in the same 
school, and she did very well. Since then, however, she has changed schools three 
times. She is fortunate now to be back at her original school, and is happy to be with 
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old friends again. But it remains to be seen whether her academic interest and level of 
achievement can be maintained if the family’s pattern of frequent moving persists. 
Research findings indicate that children who are homeless or insecurely housed suffer 
academically, and are two to three times more likely to require special education classes 
(Lines, 1992; Molnar et al, 1990). Liz, reminiscing about her own frequent moves as a 
child, remarked that the teachers stop paying much attention to you if you’re one of 
those kids who never stays around for long. 
Friends are a strong source of support and of new opportunities for any child. 
Madeleine has always been outgoing and has made friends easily at school. One of the 
hardest parts of moving for her has been leaving these friends behind. It’s hard to know 
whether she, like her parents, will reach the point where it begins to seem too 
complicated to try to make new friends. A certain isolation begins to be inevitable for 
children in this position, a sense that only the family can be relied on in the long run. 
Liz’s advice to her boys on this topic is poignant: “Anthony and Michael, they 
fight over neighbor kids. This one’s my friend, this one’s my friend. And I say to them, 
‘Anthony, Mike, get used to it, because we’ll move to a thousand places before you guys 
grow up. And your brother is going to be there every single day. But your neighbor 
friends are never going to be there. You’ll never see them after we move from here. 
You’ll never see the next ones or the next ones. Get used to it! ’ ” 
One can only surmise that, in keeping with the predictions of Werner and Smith, 
it will be increasingly difficult for Madeleine to maintain friendships, to sustain her 
achievement at school, and to cope with the embarrassment of her family’s unstable 
circumstances. When asked what she thinks Madeleine will do with her life, Hope 
responds, “She’ll probably be like me. Go on welfare, have kids, stuff like that. I can’t 
say she won’t be pregnant at 16.” She explains that in their situation, it’s hard to hope for 
anything more than that. Given Madeleine’s potential, this fatalism is unfortunate. With a 
reasonable amount of stability in her life, it seems likely that she could defy Hope s 
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prophecy and break out of the poverty that has so dogged her mother’s life. One can’t 
help but be frustrated and angered by her parents’ inability to provide that continuity in 
her life. 
Factors Influencing the Decision to Move 
It is interesting to speculate in more detail on the circumstances that combine to 
keep this family, and others like them, perpetually on the move. While forced eviction 
is of course a factor (whether by landlords or by frazzled relatives), it is not the whole 
picture. I have already discussed the fact that, for this family, there is nothing in 
particular keeping them where they are. Neither social connections nor job 
opportunities serve as an anchor. Nor does housing, as a general rule; for the most 
part, it is less than adequate, and it consumes more than half of a minimum wage 
income. But the fact that there is nothing to hold them to a place is not sufficient 
explanation for constant mobility. Why should it be more appealing to go than to stay? 
Shumaker and Stokols (1982) suggest that people bring a rational cost-benefit 
analysis to the decision to relocate, and that they weigh the drawbacks of leaving 
against the advantages to be gained by doing so. For these families it’s often a question 
of weighing the untenable against the unknown. The factors that become a part of this 
equation for families in chronic poverty are numerous, and more complex than at first 
might seem the case. 
There are any number of reasons not to move, even if friendships, jobs, and 
current housing fail to serve as anchors. First of all, these families are conscious of the 
costs for their children. They acknowledge that it’s less than ideal for them to be 
uprooted continually, and they recall the wrenching insecurity of their own early 
experience. 
There are also significant financial costs to moving. More often than not, these 
families forfeit their security deposit when they leave an apartment — a run-down place 
can easily deteriorate further under the stress of family living. The downpayment on a 
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new place, including security deposit, first and last month’s rent, is substantial, and can 
be extremely hard to manage for families with minimal income and no cushion of 
savings. There is also the cost of the move itself, again no small matter in the context of 
the incomes of these families. Regular moving services are out of the question, and 
instead they must turn to informal alternatives, which are not always reliable. The man 
who had arranged to help Clarissa move never showed up; if I had not been there to 
help out with a pick-up truck, I’m not sure what they would have done. Sometimes the 
solution is simply to leave things behind, as Hope did when she left Brookfield last 
year with two overnight bags. This means “starting over” with a vengeance, and as 
Hope remarked ruefully, it wasn’t the first time. Although emergency resources within 
a community can be turned to, as they were in Hope’s case, these cannot be counted on 
in advance, and are in any case seldom sufficient to cover the financial and material 
losses represented by a move. 
Perhaps the most compelling reason for staying in a place, given the choice, is 
the uncertainty that attends a move, and the weight of experience that suggests the 
unlikelihood of any real improvement. The next door neighbors in the old place may 
have been noisy alcoholics, but in the new place they may be drug dealers. The old 
landlord may have ignored repairs, but the new one might expect sexual favors. The 
windows may not have opened in the old place, but the heat might not work in the new 
place. As long as there are fewer low-income units than people who need them, it 
remains a seller’s market. 
And yet people continue to move. When conditions are bad enough, and when 
relations with neighbors have deteriorated past a certain point, moving is a risk worth 
taking. This was Liz’s mother’s feeling. She didn’t want to go on waging a war she 
couldn’t win. The prospect of a temporary truce, a temporary escape, was worth the 
chance of new wars in new places. Clarissa described very poignantly and perceptively 
the kind of relief that a move can offer: “It’s a way that you can escape for a while. You 
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have to concentrate on moving, so that this way everything else that’s going wrong, 
everything that’s bothering you, gets pushed to the back of your mind while you 
concentrate on this one thing. It’s a way of escaping, an out from all the bull. 
Sometimes if you don’t find anything else to challenge yourself, you can explode. I’ve 
done it! It adds tension to the family and stuff, but sometimes for me, it’s just an escape 
from everything else. It’s like getting buried in a book. If I can’t change a situation, 
instead of sitting and worrying about it, I escape into someone else’s world.” 
When tension builds, problems pile up, and both housing and neighbors 
become intolerable, then moving can be not only a relief and a distraction, but also a 
way of claiming control over the situation, a way of doing something radical. People in 
easier circumstances might repaint the kitchen, plan a vacation, or make other change 
in their lives that give them the sense of a fresh start, but these women have few 
options. While these families, in the course of their moves, often seem from the outside 
to be losing control of their lives, from their own perspective it almost always feels 
more like a way of asserting control. Research indicates that the meaning of home in 
peoples’ lives is significantly associated with the need for control and for self 
expression (Cooper, 1970; Hayward, 1978; Sebba and Churchmen, 1986). When 
home fails to meet these fundamental needs, there is little to be lost on an emotional 
level by leaving it. And there is always the fantasy that things will be better in the next 
place. No matter how often experience points to the contrary, that possibility remains. 
There is the perennial longing for a fresh start, and the women in this study could all be 
outrageous optimists. 
Furthermore, moving is a familiar solution. It becomes a pattern, an almost 
routine response to dissatisfaction and building restlessness. Clarissa had thoughts 
about this too: “You pass it on to your kids,” she said. “My mother passed it on to me. 
I’ve been moving since I was three years old. And from the time I was eight until I was 
on my own, it was here, there, and everywhere. I was always at a new school. And 
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that’s where I get my restlessness from. My parents passed it down to me, and I’m 
doing the same to my kids.” 
While moving for much of the population may be experienced as a major stress, 
for these women it is perceived more as the relief for stress. Relative to the other 
pressures in life, it holds no particular fears. Nor does it threaten them with the usual 
losses. “It’s not really that much of a big deal,” says Hope, when questioned about 
moving. “You’ve just got to be a little organized.” It is worth weighing, however, how 
accurate their perceptions might be on this front. Research findings suggest that the 
important stresses related to relocation are not those acute, short-term strains at the time 
of moving, but the longer-term consequences for well-being (Stokols and Shumaker, 
1982). It seems plausible that these women, who move every seven or eight months, 
may never actually emerge from the more enduring effects of these repeated 
dislocations. Just because they are not actually giving up stability, security, and a 
strong social network when they move does not mean they do not experience, and 
profoundly perhaps, the lack of these supports in their lives. More to the point, their 
constant mobility contributes in the long run to perpetuating these terrible holes in their 
lives. 
The pattern of frequent relocation can only be destructive in the end for these 
families. It is not only expensive, draining, and hard on children. It is also a vicious 
cycle. Emotional investment in a place or a group of people is almost impossible for 
these women, knowing as they do that they are more likely than not to be gone in less 
than a year. It is not possible to build community when the population changes every 
six months. Instead this pattern fosters the tendency towards suspicion, defensiveness, 
and hostility with neighbors that so often ends up precipitating the next move. 
Interrupting the Cycle 
The only event in Hope’s life that has been capable so far of interrupting her 
persistent mobility, at least temporarily, has been the provision of decent and affordable 
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housing. If such housing does nothing else, it makes it more difficult to pick up and 
go. It adjusts the equation to the point where staying is more attractive than leaving, and 
where dealing with problems is more realistic than escaping from them. If a place is 
cheaper and pleasanter than anything else that is likely to be found, it is no simple 
matter to give it up. When life becomes complicated and the restlessness starts to build, 
moving can no longer be a default response. 
This is demonstrated not only in the experience of Hope’s family, but for both 
Liz and Clarissa too. Liz’s family has been in their landtrust apartment for a year and a 
half now, and they do not plan to move. This is the longest time Liz has been in one 
place since she was a little girl. About eight months ago, at the point when they might 
normally have been moving on, there was a period of restlessness for Liz. She 
grumbled about regulations, and said the landtrust “wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.” 
She felt harrassed by neighbors who were complaining about the older boys’ language 
and behavior, and she talked for a few weeks about moving on. But she wasn’t likely 
to find another apartment this good, and she knew it. The difficult period passed, and 
the issue of moving has not come up again. She is concerned about play space for the 
younger children, but instead of seeing it as reason to look for something new, she’s 
working with a neighbor to see what what she can do about it. 
When Clarissa moved into her new apartment, she refused to have anything to 
do with the two families upstairs. She complained to the landtrust that the other tenants 
didn’t do their share of lawn maintenance, but in spite of the recommendation that she 
deal personally with her neighbors, she wouldn’t talk to them about it. Recently, 
however, Clarissa has been having coffee with the young mother upstairs, while their 
children play together. I asked Clarissa what had happened. She shrugged. “The way I 
see it,” she said, “If we’re going to be here, we may as well learn to get along.” 
Improved housing cannot in and of itself alter social behavior. But by helping to 
interrupt a pattern of recurrent relocation, it can contribute to the stability of families and 
to the security of children. And by supporting the social conditions necessary for 
interaction and cooperation among neighbors, it can also become a critical element in 
the creation of stable and vital communities. 
Theme 4: Structuring Home and Self 
One of the questions raised by the literature review had to do with the capacity 
of parents to structure their home environment in such a way that it expressed and 
communicated to children a distinct set of values and expectations about life. Parents in 
poverty often lack the necessary control over their housing to exercise this capacity to 
the full. Instead, their housing to a large extent shapes and limits their actions, and they 
tend to be less active than reactive in their response to their surroundings. 
The question was this: what would be the response of parents in chronic 
poverty if some of these constraints were lifted and they had the novel freedom to 
express their preferences within the home in a way that had not been possible before? 
How might this affect their dealings with their children, either directly or indirectly? 
In a previous section, Clarissa’s response to this situation was touched on. 
When she moved into her new apartment, she was no longer limited by many of the 
constraints she had previously endured so unhappily. The family had plenty of space, a 
large back yard, and the potential for new solutions to old problems. Much of this 
potential was promptly acted on: each child was given a separate bedroom; the adults 
each found space which they could organize for their own personal work needs; and the 
living room was set up to reflect certain values which Clarissa had not had the 
opportunity to express in her home before. In other respects, things changed more 
slowly or not at all. Old patterns persisted despite of the potential to approach them in 
new ways, although there are indications that change continues to occur. 
I would like to look in more detail at this transition in the case of Liz and her 
family, who have spent the longest period of time in desirable housing. Liz’s 
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experience suggests that this housing has allowed for a kind of experimentation that has 
supported both the discovery and the expression of new values and expectations. 
Wright, a social historian of housing, claims that Americans throughout their 
history have been inclined to believe that the provision of decent housing has the 
capacity to transform social and family life (Wright, 1983). This belief, strong at the 
turn of the century, was subsequently rejected, and it became more acceptable to find 
the root causes of poverty not in the environment, but in the poor (Schorr, 1964). 
Sociologist Schorr considers that both views are oversimplifications of a complex 
relationship, but acknowledges the significant part played by housing. There is much in 
Liz’s experience that sheds light on this relationship and reveals some of the dynamics 
underlying the transformative effects of improved housing.. 
New Housing Compared to Old 
When I first met Liz, she and her family had recently moved into their landtrust 
apartment. This three storey walk-up was part of a row that had been substantially 
renovated by the local non-profit landtrust (see figure 5). All systems and appliances 
were new, and the apartments were tight, sound, and clean. In addition to three 
bedrooms, bathroom, kitchen, and living room, each apartment had a large finished 
basement. Liz was still euphoric about the place when I met her, and could not say 
enough about what it meant to her and her family. 
When she took me to visit her last apartment in Brookfield’s notorious Harding 
Block, I understood better what the change meant in her life. The place was Dickensian 
in its squalor. It was a two bedroom ground floor apartment in a mid-sized tenement 
building, and it opened onto an asphalt parking lot on the edge of a busy street. The 
apartment, about ten feet by forty, was divided into a row of small dark cubicles, one 
following on another. Each ten by ten room served as a hallway to the next room, as 
well as fulfilling whatever other function it had (see figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Liz’s old Harding Block apartment. 
There were small windows along only one wall, and they did not let in much light. An 
outdoor balcony hung over them, and a large dumpster in front of the apartment 
blocked out any view. When the windows were open, there was the noise of passing 
traffic and the smell of rotting garbage from the dumpster. The dim light in the 
apartment did not hide its dilapidation. There were holes in the walls and ceiling, rusty 
appliances, and a general air of decay and neglect. 
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Liz describes it herself far more colorfully than I could hope to. “That place was 
a scumhole. Infested! I had to keep spraying the house just to keep it smelling 
somewhat decent. When I moved there I had to clean the whole place up myself. There 
was cigarette butts and gross shit laying around. It was always hot in the back 
bedroom, but in the kitchen and livingroom it was cold. And my smoke alarm was not 
even hitched up. There was a hole the size of the smoke alarm in the ceiling. There was 
no way to hitch it up, so it was just hanging there the whole time I was there. And the 
floor, the tile was unbelievable, and the floors were cement. When the kids were 
playing, I had to put blankets all over the floor, so they wouldn’t hurt themselves. The 
neighborhood wasn’t good either. Loud at nights. Every other day there was cops 
there. Fights out in front. People smashing things.” 
Young Anthony’s recollection of the place, six months later, is very specific. 
“Oh man! I hated that place bad!” he says. “You know cockroaches? They were in there 
a lot. Crawling around on things you didn’t eat. They come out of little holes, in the 
kitchen, livingroom, in the bedroom.” 
The new place, by contrast, looked like something out of a magazine. Liz had 
never had a “proper kitchen” before, and she was especially thrilled with the gleaming 
new appliances. She described to me in great detail the sophistication of the sprinkler 
system, and the reliability of the hot water. Although the new place was small by some 
standards, it had three times the space of the old apartment, which was so small, Liz 
said, that “you had to go outside just to change your mind around.” 
Rainwater argues that conditions like those at the Harding Block undermine self 
respect and contribute to the sense that one is a moral outcast and a failure as an 
autonomous individual (Rainwater, 1966). Perhaps the most significant feature of the 
new apartment for Liz was the implication that, simply by virtue of living there, she and 
her family were worthy of respect. Twice during the early weeks of our acquaintance, 
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she told me the story of six year old Anthony and the landlord. For her, it epitomized 
their new situation in all its novelty. 
“Anthony, he took the sticky paper that that they put around the windows. And 
he didn’t know it would stick to the wall and tear the paint off. Well, he stuck it to the 
wall, and the paint came off. And when the woman from landtrust came to check, he 
was very honest about what he did. And she understood. She said,4 Don’t worry, 
you're not in trouble. You’re a six year old kid. You didn’t mean it.’ And they fixed it 
up. They know there’s going to be kids in here. You can’t keep a kid from not making 
a mess. There's no way. Some landlords, they see a hole in the wall, they don’t care. 
‘Fine! Trash the place! I'll just take you to court afterwards!’ But she understood. She 
said, ‘You’re only six years old. You’re allowed to make mistakes.’ ” 
Although neither their income nor their prospects had changed, in Liz’s mind 
their status as members of society was definitely altered by their move into the new 
place. This became dramatically evident for me one day when she made some comment 
about the bags of clothing she was collecting in the basement. I asked her what they 
were for, and she said, “For the poor. I’m just putting stuff down there that I get from 
different places, and saving it up to take over to Salvation Army.” 
Decoration 
Cooper (1970) points out the significance of the home for self expression and 
identity. Liz’s new image of herself and her family as part of the mainstream of society 
did not emerge full blown, but was something that she experimented with over the 
course of the year, in part through decorating and endlessly reorganizing the apartment. 
The process was initiated by Liz’s mother, who felt the kitchen should be outfitted in a 
way that celebrated its new sparkle. For twenty dollars she bought five cardboard 
boxes full of duck paraphernalia from a woman who was thinning out her collection, 
and she gave it all to Liz for Christmas two days after they moved into the new place. 
There were duck plates and duck candle sticks, duck cups, duck salt and pepper 
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shakers, duck coffee pot and toaster cover, duck knick-knacks, and duck magnets for 
the refrigerator. “She figured they would go good with the kitchen being blue and 
white,” Liz explained. “Ducks generally fit in good with blue and white.” 
This was a touching gift from a woman on minimum wage whose own kitchen 
was as moldering and dilapidated as could be imagined. There was definitely no call for 
ducks at her place, but she rejoiced in her daughter’s good fortune. Liz was delighted 
by the duck motif, and she went to Walmart and for three dollars bought a set of duck 
burner covers for her stove. She was crushed when Joseph and his cousin Wally 
accidentally destroyed one of them. 
“I walk home Monday,” she said, “and Wally says, ‘By the way, we’re having 
roast duck for dinner. ’ 
I says, ‘Roast duck! Where the frig you get a duck?’ 
He says, ‘Right on top of your stove.’ 
I says, ‘You son of a ... !’ I was mad. I was really mad. I always remember to take 
them duck covers off. I take off all four in case I ever do turn on the wrong burner. He 
takes a front one off, and turns the back burner on, and the thing was toasted. So 
Friday he’s paying me back. He’s giving me three bucks. Just better hope they have 
ducks, because that was the last set when I went over.’ ” As it turned out, Walmart was 
out of ducks, and Liz had to make do with hearts, which, as she pointed out, ruined the 
whole color scheme. 
Decoration did not end with ducks. Liz had a number of family photographs, 
and for years she had stored them in drawers. Now she had a place nice enough to 
warrant putting them up, and she began to keep a look-out for frames. At this point she 
has assembled in a cabinet in the living room all the boys’ baby pictures, Anthony’s 
kindergarten class picture, a photograph of her parents with newborn Anthony, and a 
wedding picture of herself and Joseph. There are a number of ornaments there with the 
photographs, and all the boys know to be careful when they walk past. 
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Almost a year ago Liz fixed up her bedroom with a unicorn motif. She had 
gradually collected and traded for unicorn curtains and a unicorn quilt and pillow case 
that went well with various ornamental unicorns that she had kept since childhood. She 
planned to set up all her dolls in there too, and announced in delight that it was going to 
look “like a little teenager’s room.” At the age when most girls had little teenager’s 
rooms, Liz was already trying to juggle funds so that the rent got paid. It’s almost as 
though this young mother was experimenting in her new house with an identity she had 
missed out on. More recently she announced that she was working on her bedroom 
once again. “I’m buying parts here and there for it. I want my bedroom to be one of 
these old classy looking places. So I have two tall lamps that I bought at a tag sale for 
six dollars. My bed’s on the floor, but I have the headboard. I want to have it fixed up 
all nice with a hardwood bed frame and nice bureaus and stuff. I want it to where it 
looks really good, and not like it’s been thrown together.” 
Liz’s efforts to personalize their apartment in the Harding Block in this way 
were frustrating by comparison. “I tried to fix up the bedrooms. There was holes in all 
the walls but I didn’t know nothing about how to fix that. That’s one thing I’m not 
good at, fixing holes in walls. I laid the linoleum in my own kitchen. They got me a six 
by nine when I needed a ten by nine for a linoleum floor. I ended up getting a piece of 
rug and gluing the rug to the linoleum to cover it. We kept kicking it, and it kept 
coming up. It was a pain in the butt.” In the end she just gave up. It was too much of a 
dump, she said, to be able to make it nice. 
Keeping Things Clean 
A significant part of Liz’s developing identity has been associated with keeping 
her new place clean. This is no minor struggle in a small place with four small boys, 
and if she lets up for any time at all, things fall back into chaos fast. She’s developed 
various strategies with the children for getting the work done. Often she stays up late at 
night cleaning, when she can do it without interruption. But she can get carried away, 
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and find it’s three in the morning before she knows what’s happened. The place looks 
immaculate after one of these efforts. It wears Liz out to try to keep it the way she 
wants it, but I notice that when the place looks nice, she is relaxed and easy with the 
children. When things are a mess, she tends to be irritable and snappish. 
I asked her once why her standards were so high when the circumstances made 
them so hard to live up to. But Liz has the Harding Block as a point of reference. 
“Over there, ” she says, “ it looked like no matter how much I cleaned, it didn’t make 
no difference.” So she didn’t bother. Here, by contrast, it does make a difference, if 
only briefly, and it’s important to her to see the place look its best. For Liz it is truly a 
matter of identity, one of the few ways she has to prove that she is where she belongs. 
“I like to keep my house as good as I can,” she says. “When people walk in my house I 
want them to say, ‘Wow! Gee, she’s only twenty two, she’s got four kids, and look 
how nice she keeps her house.’ I have like this image to avoid, because people are 
like, ‘Her house must be like totally trashed all the time.’ So I have this thing where I 
want to keep it really clean and neat. So when people walk in they’re like, ‘Oh my 
God! She DOES keep it clean!’ ” 
I was intrigued by a comment Liz made one day. We had driven over to a town 
an hour away, so that she could take the written test for a driving permit. She was very 
anxious on the way over. This was the first time in seven years that she had taken any 
sort of test, and she and Joseph had stayed up most of the previous night preparing. 
She passed the test easily, and was exultant. Her first calm comment on the way home 
was, “I’m so happy. I just hope the house is clean when I get back.” I was mystified at 
first, but it began to make sense as we talked. Passing the test was Liz’s most 
significant achievement in some time. She wanted it to be associated with the other 
thing that made her feel like an effective person, her clean house. 
Liz is grateful for features in her apartment that make it possible to keep it nice. 
The kitchen floor can be wet mopped, appliances and fixtures are new enough to keep 
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shining, and the place has been set up with children in mind. “It’s hard when it’s not 
washable paint,” Liz explains. “Little babies get hold of crayons, and they scribble on 
walls. I’m sitting there scrubbing away, and it won’t come off. And the landlord asks, 
‘Where did this mark comes from?’ And you’re saying, ‘Well my kid did it, but I’ll 
repaint it.’ And they’re saying, ‘ No, no, no! We’ll do it, and we’re charging you 
extra!” At other places where they’ve lived, run down as they were, she couldn’t take 
the risk of having crayons or markers around. Now it’s not a problem. She buys 
washable markers, and if they get on the wall, they wash right off. 
Liz’s determination to keep the place clean involves the children too, and she 
expects them to take an active role.They are supposed to keep their rooms straightened 
up, to put away clean clothes, and to help with tidying the house. If they do their jobs 
well, they get a dollar a week. Sometimes her expectations seem unreasonably high, 
and the effort to make the children do their part can be frustrating to her. Anthony and 
Mike, faced with a room strewn with toys and clothes, are often not too sure where to 
begin, and they become balky and petulant, fighting with one another over the division 
of labor. But she is skillful at involving the younger boys, and speaks with pride about 
how James waddles around emptying ash trays into the trash, and putting coffee cups 
in the sink. “He can’t reach very high, so thank God I use a plastic cup. He kinda 
throws it up there.” 
The household efforts at cleanliness and order usually stop at the door. The 
underside of Liz’s front steps, and the area behind their apartment tend to be littered 
with toys, trash, and discarded objects. Since the outside space is more communal in 
nature, Liz tends not to see it as an expression of herself in quite the same way. It will 
be interesting to see, over time, whether her sense of ownership expands to include 
responsibility for the outdoors. 
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Rearranging 
An important aspect of the attempt to articulate identity through her new home 
has been expressed in Liz s constant rearrangement of the place. Every week or two 
there will be be a major upheaval in some part of the house, most commonly the 
livingroom. Liz is always keeping her eye out for something she can trade or buy 
cheaply that will bring the place closer to some constantly evolving ideal. 
“I'm always rearranging,” she says. “I like to try things new and get it where 
it's comfortable. I'm always trading things off. I had a metal kitchen table, then I had a 
glass kitchen table, then I got this wooden one. I'm always looking, because I want 
one of those real old fashioned suckers, one of those big ones where we can all sit 
down at the same time. I keep trying to find things better than I've got, then I can make 
it look better for the kids and stuff.” 
The quest to find just the right thing is often frustrating, and can involve 
repeated unsatisfactory trades. Alterations in the living room have been particularly 
frequent. It’s a small room, and the attempt to fit in furniture, and still have the space to 
walk through to the kitchen, has been challenging. “This is my third couch since I been 
here, and it’s not my last,” said Liz several months ago. “I'm trying to get rid of that 
couch so I can get a decent set. I got one of these couches from a friend of mine and 
the other from Denise next door. I figured if they looked nice together, I could put them 
together. But they were almost twenty feet long together, so I had no room for anything 
else.” 
It’s not simply a matter of practicality. Liz is trying, with her minimal 
resources, to find a look that appeals to her, and she’s willing to put a lot of energy into 
the attempt. “I’m trying to get my house to where it’s modem looking. That’s why I’ve 
been switching around so many times, because I keep waiting to get everything just 
right, the way I like it. That rug in there now, it looks like one of those outside rugs. I 
tried washing it, and I still don't like it very much. A friend of mine gave it to me. She 
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said it was a nice rug. And it was nice I guess. But it’s not my taste. Sometimes I just 
get sick of the way something’s looking. I just sit down and look at it for a while, and 
it drives me crazy. Then I rearrange it. I try to figure out a better way.” 
As she’s made alterations that reflect her changing preferences, Liz has had to 
find a balance between her aesthetic concerns and the requirements of a family with 
small children. She claims she would like a white shag rug, even if it meant keeping 
children out of the living room. But she also quickly realized that her large glass table in 
the kitchen, much as she loved it, was a hazard, and she replaced it with a wooden one. 
“With kids running around in a circle saying, ‘Mommy, I’m hungry’ and stuff, it’s 
easier to be more realistic than to glamorous it up. I mean I want to keep my kitchen to 
where it’s comfortable.” 
Allocating Space 
The constant rearranging has not been limited to individual rooms and 
furnishings. The allocation of rooms has also frequently changed. There are three 
bedrooms of varying size, and Liz has tried every possible combination of people and 
rooms to meet the family’s various needs. She is constantly tom about the best way to 
make use of existing space, and loves experimenting with it. 
In spite of all Liz’s carefully thought out arrangements, family members 
ironically seldom sleep in their allotted quarters. It is not uncommon in the morning to 
find most of the boys asleep on the couch or the floor downstairs, and as often as not, 
Liz is with them. Schedules tend to be erratic in this household, the function perhaps of 
years of unemployment, of rowdy neighbors during the night, and of infants needing to 
be tended at odd hours. There has been nothing in particular to get up for in the 
morning, and no special reason to go to bed at night. Liz likes to watch late night TV, 
and often starts housecleaning during the relative peace of the small hours. As often as 
not one or two of the boys will be up with her, and as the night wears on, they fall 
asleep on the couch. When others wake up during the night, they wander down too, 
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looking for someone to snuggle up with. It has not been unusual to find the whole 
family still asleep at midday. 
The older boys’ school schedules, and Liz’s work schedule during the months 
she was employed by the supermarket nearby, have made it increasingly clear that some 
sort of order needs to be established. The battle to get all four boys going to bed and 
getting up at more or less the same time has been very much tied up in Liz’s mind with 
the issue of getting them to use their own beds at night, a new pattern in this 
household. In very practical terms this is part of adjusting to the rhythm and order of 
the community at large. 
But bedrooms are not only for sleep, and Liz’s decisions about them have 
reflected other equally significant concerns. As was discussed in the literature review, a 
good deal of emphasis is placed on the importance of separate bedrooms for children in 
the United States ( Kawasaki et al., 1994; Whiting and Edwards, 1988). Liz, like most 
American parents, would ideally like each of the boys to have his own room. She sees 
it as an important component of their development as individuals. “If they could all 
have little separate bedrooms,” she explains, “they could all fix up separate ways. 
Anthony and Mike are total opposites. Mike likes animals. Anthony likes baseball. 
Mike wants to own a farm and be a farmer. He loves cows and stuff, he really does. A 
room of their own lets them be the person they want to be. They each need their own 
rooms. Because it’s like I said, they have their different personalities.” 
Liz acknowledges what a vast improvement the current situation is over the 
conditions at the Harding Block. At least she has the space to try out different 
solutions, and see what works best. If nothing else, Mike now has a desk where he can 
work on his quiet projects, and Anthony can find places to keep his toys out of the 
reach of the younger boys. In the old place it took all her ingenuity just to cram enough 
beds into their tiny room in a way that didn’t make the heater too much of a hazard. 
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Individuality was the least of her concerns, and she speaks of the boys back then as 
having been “stacked up in there like cord wood.” 
The relative flexibility of their current situation means a lot to the older boys 
too, and they have quickly adapted to the notion of privacy. “At our other house,” 
Anthony explains, “we didn’t have closets or two rooms. So what I like about this is, if 
I want to keep my secret stuff in the closet, I can. Because Leesy doesn’t know how to 
open the door to it. Because generally my little brother, he likes to come in and play 
with our toys, and when the youngers come in to play, we take the toys down and we 
let them play, but we don’t let them in that closet. Like also, say if it was his birthday, 
and we got him something, and we didn’t want him to see it until we give it to him. It’s 
like, you know, the way desks are private.” 
The allocation of bedroom space, then, has been largely an attempt to make 
available to each of the boys, to the greatest extent possible, the opportunity to 
discover and protect his privacy and individuality, significant values in the mainstream 
culture of the United States. This is a novel concern for this family. It was beyond the 
realm of possibility in the Harding Block, and even less likely when they were doubled 
up in the already overcrowded homes of relatives. As Rainwater points out, only when 
the need for shelter is taken care of, can the more complex needs having to do with self- 
realization begin to be accomodated (1966). 
While the space available to the family now provides comfortably for the 
practical needs for sleep and storage, it doesn’t quite, in Liz’s mind, allow for the full 
expression of personal development. The one extra space in the house available for 
appropriation is the cellar, and there have been numerous ideas and plans focussed on it 
over the months. When I first met the family they were using the space as a playroom, 
and all the toys were kept down there. Soon afterwards it had been proclaimed as off 
bounds for play because of the vulnerability of the sprinkler system down there. Liz 
contemplated turning it into one large bedroom for the two older boys, but the same 
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concern prevailed, and besides, it was inadequately heated to be used that way during 
the winter. She thought that perhaps a drawing desk could be put down there for 
Anthony during the summer, or that Mike could use it as a space to set up his farm 
animals. There were occasional attempts in one direction or another, but none of them 
came to anything, and in the meantime the cellar was increasingly used for storage. 
Investing in Equipment 
Finally the cellar became a laundry room, in the most dramatic statement yet of 
Liz’s evolving identity as a member of the mainstream culture. Laundry, for large 
families in poverty, is a demanding chore and one of life’s on-going issues. It 
involves trips to the laundromat that are both time consuming and expensive — a 
couple of years of laundromat use would more than pay for a washer-dryer. Since 
transportation and child care can both be problems, it is simpler not to do the laundry 
too frequently. But with small children, this creates the need for sufficient clothing and 
bedding to last the weeks between one wash and another, and the storage space to 
accomodate these extras. Washing large items like blankets and curtains is 
overwhelming, and just doesn’t happen. 
Liz knew that her cellar had a washer-dryer hook-up, but an investment in these 
appliances had seemed beyond reach. Paying on the installment plan increases the price 
to almost double the face value. But when Liz was hired to work at the local 
supermarket, she managed to get an informal loan which she planned to repay each 
week out of her paycheck, and she ordered a washing machine. The effort she put into 
the cellar in preparation for its delivery was the highest expression yet of her passion 
for “getting on top of things”. 
“I’m going to clean that cellar out, put my washer down there, and lock it up. 
Nobody's putting no more junk down there. Because Joseph’s cousin Wally, he s an 
old digger, and he likes finding this old stuff and saving it up for the auction. He thinks 
he’s going to save it in my cellar, well he’s wrong, cause I’m getting a rug down there, 
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and my dad’s coming down Saturday hopefully to help me build some shelves. One 
shelf’s gonna be for the soap detergent and the other’s for folding the clothes. And then 
I’m going to take some rubber and lay the rubber down and put some colorful design 
down, sheet over it, and staple it. That way it’ll be nice and soft, and I don’t lay clothes 
on wood where they’ll get splinters in them.” 
Hanging the wash outdoors did not make sense, Liz decided. There were too 
many children around, and she’d seen people’s laundry get covered with mud. She 
criss-crossed her cellar with laundry lines instead, bought about fifty plastic hangers, 
and was able to hang everything to dry down there. 
The investment in the washer really made sense. “When you’ve got four kids, it 
makes a ton of difference. It was costing me almost thirty dollars for every two weeks’ 
worth. Now that I’ve got a job, I can wash my clothes every night, and not have to buy 
other sets. And I can wash blankets. I don’t have to leave pissy blankets around when a 
diaper leaks and stuff. I can wash them right away. I used to roll them up and put them 
in a bag, and they’d sit there and be pissy for almost two weeks till I had the money. I 
didn’t want to throw them away. I love doing laundry when I can keep it caught up. I 
hate it when it gets backed up. ’Cause I can do my little rugs now, and I can do my 
shower curtain, my curtains. It makes everything feel a lot nicer and cleaner and 
cozier.” 
Both Liz’s enthusiasm for the whole enterprise and the immaculate organization 
of her cellar had the quality of a television advertisement. The laundry room became her 
private and jealously guarded territory, and the pleasure she took in being down there, 
putting clothes on their hangers, and folding things carefully, was like that of a child 
playing house. Here in her cellar she came closest of all to living the American dream, 
and feeling in control of her life. And best of all, it was not an extravagance, but was 
actually saving her money. 
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There were other expenditures which did not have this thrifty quality. Liz 
wanted very much to have a car, and to be able to drive the children places. 
Brookfield’s public transportation system is minimal, and as Liz pointed out, the kids 
don’t get to go anywhere if you don’t have a car to take them in. Since the only cars 
even remotely affordable were generally in poor repair, this usually meant endless time 
spent searching for used spare parts, while the car sat immobilized in the parking lot, 
and the costs for registration and insurance piled up. 
An astonishing expenditure was Joseph’s purchase of a video camera on time. 
Given the fact that this family routinely runs out of food by the end of the month, it 
seemed a disturbing and childishly irresponsible act. The messages that this family 
receives from the wider culture, however, have very little to do with thrift and long¬ 
term planning, and everything to do with the significance of objects for both creating 
and expressing status. The culture that is made available to them on the television 
screen each day is a culture of consumption, not one of achievement and responsibility. 
In desiring “the best” for their children, and a sense of admission to the culture, it 
would be surprising if they did not feel it was related to the acquisition of objects. 
When I saw Liz at Michael’s pre-school graduation, I realized how much the 
camera meant both to her and the children. Liz took her place among the other parents 
with pride. As she filmed Michael on his first formal step towards becoming a member 
of society, the implication was that she expected there to be many occasions like this, 
worth filming. It suggested that this was a family that took pride in its children, and 
wanted to be able to record and relive their moments of glory. It was not lost on the 
boys. 
Implications 
Video cameras are not central to a discussion of housing, but in this context 
they raise some of the same issues. I set out here to discuss the kinds of choices that a 
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parent makes when a greater measure of control becomes possible within the home 
environment, and what these choices communicate to children. 
Both the video camera and the organization of their home environment are 
distinct expressions of values. Liz takes her children’s needs very seriously, and yet, 
more critical to her than having play space downstairs where they spend most of their 
time, is having a living room that expresses certain social niceties. Although the family 
continues to use space much of the time in a fairly undifferentiated way — sleeping in 
the couch and floor through the night for instance — the organization and decoration of 
the room suggests a strong desire to conform to social norms. Liz makes concerted 
efforts to require her family to adapt their behavior to the norms that the space 
communicates. As Czikszentmihalyi and Rochberg Halton (1981) suggest, the 
surroundings become invested with goals and intentions which both define the sense of 
self and relate it to the larger society. 
If Liz’s choices and decisions in the context of her new apartment have a 
particular theme, it is the theme of pride and self-respect. She attempts with enthusiasm 
to communicate this to her children through their surroundings. She wants them to live 
in a place that sparkles, and she wants them to be a part of what it takes to keep it that 
way. She wants them to wear clean clothes to school, not just sometimes, but every 
day. She wants them to have a living room that is both comfortable and stylish, a place 
they can proudly bring friends home to. She wants them to see the photographs on 
display there, and to know they have a family that is proud of them. She wants them to 
have the space to express their interests and to thrive as distinct individuals. More than 
anything, perhaps, she wants them not to feel poor. And to show them the difference 
between the poor and themselves, she saves old clothes and broken toys to give away 
to those who have nothing better. One might wish for better nutrition for these children, 
for a wider range of opportunities, and for some long-range planning on the part of 
their parents. But self respect is a critical point of departure. In her new home Liz has 
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been skillful in finding ways both to create and support it. None of this would have 
been possible in the Harding Block. 
Seligman’s work on learned helplessness provides an interesting context for 
Liz’s experience in her new home. He argues that a general susceptibility to 
helplessness results from repeated exposure to uncontrollable and stressful 
circumstances, very much Liz’s situation in the Harding Block. When a person 
experiences success in controlling some situation, however, this sense of control can 
become extended to other spheres of life (Seligman, 1975). In her new apartment Liz’s 
capacity to control her surroundings is considerably greater than it was before, and 
based on Seligman’s findings, one could hypothesize that this level of control and 
responsibility would extend outward to the rest of her life. And indeed, it is probably 
more than coincidental that she found work for the first time in her life during the last 
year, and held on to it for several months in spite of the difficulties this presented at 
home. 
As she exercises greater control over her housing and experiments with the 
spatial expression of social norms, Liz is constructing an identity which allows for a 
new relationship with the wider community. Improved housing has been fundamental 
in this development. It makes sense that it should be so,but it will be useful to continue 
to document Liz’s experience over time. The issue also calls for research on a larger 
scale on the relationship between adequate housing and the expression of social 
membership (through, say, voting or awareness of local issues). The socially 
transformative capacity of housing, as was discussed, is an unfashionable and dated 
notion. It is one, however, that has significant ramifications, and if it can be supported 
by rigorous research, it deserves to be taken seriously again. 
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CHAPTER 6 
A SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS AND SOME IMPLICATIONS 
This study confirms many of the existing understandings in the literature 
regarding the relationships between the home environment and development, and 
between environment and stress. But it also expands on these understandings and 
offers some new insights, particularly with regard to parent/child interaction in the 
context of the home environment. The housing that participant families have occupied 
over the last year has been a contributing factor in a range of both supportive and 
destructive patterns of interaction among family members. This study, by focussing 
closely on the day-to-day lives of a small group of people, offers an understanding of 
the dynamics underlying some of these patterns. 
The Contributions of This Study 
Specifically, the study offers new perspectives on five particular issues, and 
points to the need for further research in each of these areas. In addition, the methods 
employed in this research offer some insights on the strengths of small scale in-depth 
qualitative investigation. 
Outdoor Access and the Development of Attachment 
In responding to the situation of Liz and Lee, this study explores the spatial 
dimension of the attachment relationship. It suggests that lack of access to outdoor 
play, particularly for families in tight quarters, may interfere with the natural unfolding 
of attachment. When there is no safe place for play immediately outside the house, and 
when the house is small and crowded, using the parent as a base for exploration, and 
experimenting with separation is difficult. Instead, parent and child must either deal 
with unrelieved proximity, or else must cope with premature separation. Neither 
solution is conducive to the gradual and flexible development of secure attachment, 
with all of its significant ramifications. 
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The research presented here suggests that a lack of safe play space, in 
combination with other life constraints and with temperamental factors, may contribute 
to disturbed attachment between parent and child, and may form the basis for later 
difficulties in adjustment. This possibility indicates the need for experimental 
longitudinal research on the effects of housing that does not allow easily for safe 
outdoor play. 
Social Development and Housing Conditions 
Crowded and unsafe living conditions have been noted to increase parental 
stress levels and to encourage the use of frequent prohibitions in dealing with children. 
The interactions of Clarissa and Gene demonstrate how behavior that might be 
considered acceptable in other contexts becomes interpreted as transgression under 
these conditions. Children in such circumstances can find that most of their impulses 
are responded to as “bad”. The ramifications of this situation are speculated on here, 
and it is suggested that housing conditions may play a part in undermining the 
development of a secure sense of self, as well as inhibiting an understanding of moral 
distinctions. Once again experimental research would be necessary in order to isolate 
the effects of housing in this transaction. 
The Impact of Improved Housing on Punitive Parenting 
Research findings have pointed to the tendency of parents to resort to more 
punitive strategies with their children under conditions of crowding, but the impact of 
improved housing on this situation has not been investigated. Clarissa s response to 
improved housing suggests that, while old patterns of behavior tend to find ways to 
reassert themselves in a new and less constricted setting, the provision of a wider range 
of opportunity for parental response may encourage over time a willingness to consider 
and experiment with alternative strategies for dealing with children. Research is called 
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for which weighs the effect of improved housing on parents’ willingness and capacity 
to use more nurturant and responsive methods with their children. 
Relocation and the Perpetuation of Poverty 
Little formal data exists on the connections between chronic poverty and rates of 
relocation. This study suggests that, at least among these families and the people they 
know, repeated and frequent relocation is a common pattern. While it is often an 
unavoidable response to eviction or untenable conditions, it is also experienced by these 
women as a method for relieving stress in lives that offer few other avenues for action. 
It is speculated here that, although relocation is undertaken to improve difficult 
situations and to relieve stress, in fact it contributes significantly to reproducing the 
very conditions it seeks to escape. There is a need for data to establish how widespread 
a phenomenon frequent relocation is among families in poverty, and to determine with 
more rigor both economic, social, and psychological costs of such a pattern. 
Improved Housing and Membership in Society 
The literature suggests that an important component of the socialization of 
children lies in the capacity of parents to structure the physical environment of the home 
so that it expresses and communicates their values and expectations, and those of the 
society in which they live. This capacity is seriously undermined, however, in the case 
of parents who have limited control over their housing, and this handicap is not 
addressed by existing research. Liz’s experience allows us to look at the ways in which 
a parent both discovers and articulates her own sense of values and of social belonging 
in the context of housing which allows her a measure of choice and control. 
Longitudinal research to determine the capacity of housing to foster self-reliance and a 
sense of social membership would be highly relevant in an era of spending cutbacks. 
146 
Methodological Contributions 
This study demonstrates the capacity of open-ended, small scale research to 
uncover issues and patterns of behavior that would be unlikely to become evident with 
more traditional research methods. Only by becoming familiar and comfortable with 
participants in the course of frequent visits over time was it possible to become aware 
of and to address some of the more critical issues in their lives. Questions that felt 
invasive, and that might not have been answered satisfactorily under more formal 
conditions, tended to come up of their own accord over time and with familiarity. 
Repeated encounters in a variety of circumstances allowed not only a broad exposure to 
the lives of family members, but ensured that any misperceptions on my part would 
become evident over time, and could be reconsidered. 
Working in this intimate way with families raises its own difficulties, however, 
and some of them have been addressed in this study. The productive relationship with 
the participants which developed here provides a strong argument for the importance of 
flexibility, and points to the drawbacks of an overly rigid research design or schedule. 
By allowing participants a good deal of control over both the timing and the content of 
our meetings, it was possible to avoid having them feel unnecessarily trapped or 
inconvenienced by the project. Although there was material I wanted to cover, there 
was no obligation on the part of these women to cover it at a particular time. Had I been 
bound to a tight schedule and not been free to respond to the day-to-day realities of life 
in these households, it would have been difficult to accomplish this research 
satisfactorily. 
The issue of reimbursement was also one which was most effectively dealt with 
in response to our developing relationships, rather than being planned in advance. An 
informal barter agreement, in which I “paid” for their time and involvement in a range 
of ways, worked well with these women. But it was a system that had to be evolved as 
we went along. By keeping it informal, flexible, and unspecified, it was possible for 
147 
both the women and myself to call on it at what would otherwise have been awkward 
times. When Clarissa needed help with moving for instance, or Liz needed a loan, they 
could, without feeling mortified, draw on our mutual credit system. And when I felt the 
need to move on with interviews that were “impossible” to find the time for, I could 
offer to trade: “You find two hours for me, and I’ll give you two hours doing whatever 
you want.” And so I provided transportation, babysitting, and even refrigerator 
scrubbing. And in so doing, I was allowed further into their lives. This barter system, 
then, became more than a way of dealing with reimbursement. It was also a means for 
coping with the imbalance in our situations, and for giving the women a measure of 
control. 
The open-ended quality of the methods used in this study allowed not only for 
the emergence of unexpected data and themes. Perhaps even more significantly, they 
made it possible to develop relationships which were based on mutual control, and 
which supported a willingness on the part of these women to share their lives with 
warmth and generosity. 
Implications for Policy and Action 
Both existing literature and the insights provided by this study suggest that the 
quality of a family’s housing makes a distinct difference to early development, to 
resilience, to school success or failure, to parental stress, to the character of parent/child 
interactions, and to the capacity of parents to connect their children to the values and 
expectations of the larger society. If material conditions do indeed have this broad 
capacity to contribute to family well-being, then it seems important to take these 
conditions into account in both assessing and addressing the situation of families in 
poverty. 
And yet the reality is otherwise. The significance of housing is most frequently 
ignored in measures taken both to evaluate the well-being of children and families, and 
to combat the effects of poverty. 
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Failure to Acknowledge the Significance of Housing 
The recently published 1996 report of the Children’s Defense Fund on the state 
of America s children is a good case in point. This strong compendium of data looks at 
children’s health, at child care, education, adolescent pregnancy, violence, and family 
crisis. But it does not consider housing. There is one reference to homelessness in this 
110 page report, and the word “housing” does not even appear in the index (Children’s 
Defense Fund, 1996). 
This blind spot also affects the provision of social services. This country’s 
strong and progressive early intervention programs, for instance, fail to consider 
housing as a risk factor in determining either the need or the focus for intervention 
(Brown, Thurman and Pearl, 1993). Conversations with social workers, indeed, 
suggest that in many states home visits are considered an unnecessary component of 
case management. Somehow the connections fail to be made. 
The lack of attention to housing as a component of poverty is most significantly 
attested to by the fact that only one quarter of all poor households with children in this 
country live in subsidized housing (Kaufman 1996). The rest are compelled to deal 
with the vagaries and inequities of the housing market, in which “fair market values” 
wildly exceed the capacity to pay. In many states, the cost of a decent two bedroom 
apartment is greater than the total earnings of a single parent receiving the minimum 
wage. 
Financial Considerations 
These findings make it clear that there are powerful reasons to advocate for 
increased investment in subsidized housing and in housing assistance. It is beyond the 
scope of this project to attempt a cost-benefit analysis of such investment. However it is 
clear that the cost to society of ensuring the availability of adequate and affordable 
housing should, by any form of reckoning, be considered an economy when it is 
balanced by the costs of its absence. This is an unproductive line of argument, 
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unfortunately, given the current political climate in the USA. In an era of reduced 
social spending and fiscal austerity, additional investment in the needs of poor families 
becomes increasingly unlikely. 
It is worth pointing out, however, that even existing social spending is poorly 
allocated and extravagant if it fails to take into account the fundamental contribution of 
poor housing to the perpetuation of poverty. Welfare expenditures are an unsound 
investment when throughout the country, the majority of these funds are poured back 
into substandard housing that does little to support the immediate or long-term well¬ 
being of its residents. Half of all poor households spend more than 50% of their 
income on housing; almost a third of them spend over 70% (Kaufman, 1996). This is a 
massive investment, often of public funds, into housing that further erodes the capacity 
of the poor to break out of the cycle of poverty. 
This de facto investment in low-income housing should be responsibly 
managed and overseen, and rather than being considered marginal to the social service 
delivery system, housing should serve as a significant point of entry in the attempt to 
give poor families a foothold in life. Again, this is not the place for a detailed account of 
how this might be managed. There are others who can more effectively outline 
strategies for making housing a central concern of social policy. 
It would be useful, however, to point to the experience of the three families in 
this study to indicate how affordable and well managed housing can serve not simply as 
a complement to more traditional social service provision, but in some respects even as 
an alternative. 
The Advantages of Using Housing as a Focus for Intervention 
If one regards these three women from a social service perspective, as people 
who need help, support and training (rather than, say, just money or opportunity) in 
order to become independent and self-sufficient in life, then it is worth considering the 
ways in which well managed housing contributes to this enterprise. 
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All three of these families, to varying degrees, resent, and even resist, social 
service intervention. Of the three women, Clarissa has been most positive about such 
intervention, and has used it most effectively. She recognizes the value of what she has 
gained from various agencies — advice on specific issues, advantages for her children 
that she wouldn’t otherwise have had access to, and the opportunity to continue with 
her education. But beneath the appreciation lies a deep resentment towards people who 
offer her support in organizing her life. Clarissa says she can’t wait for the day when 
she can throw a party for all the people from all the agencies that have been helpful to 
her along the way, and say, “Thanks for everything, but now stay out of my life.” 
Hope has tried on and off to make use of the opportunities that the social service 
system makes available to her, and has certainly profited from the interest and 
encouragement of the program worker who helped to guide her through the completion 
of her high school requirements. It takes very little, however, for her to feel she’s being 
pushed too hard, and at that point she becomes unreceptive. While she appreciated her 
landtrust housing, she found the social outreach component of it difficult to accept, 
especially the regulations that accompanied it, and she was resentful of people telling 
her how to run her life. 
Liz is simply not receptive to most intervention. She’s been marginally involved 
with various programs at different times, not because of any long term benefits they 
might give her access to, but because of some immediate gain. She'll go to a job- 
oriented program, for instance, to see if they’ll pay for the insurance on her car, but she 
has not taken advantage of any of the training or educational opportunities they make 
available. The social service system, as far as Liz has been concerned, is just a 
complicated mechanism for getting money from one place to another, and she goes 
accepts it to the extent that she has to, in order to ensure the immediate survival and 
well-being of her family. The system has not been successful at encouraging her to plan 
for the long term. 
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The kinds of controls and incentives that go along with decent housing, 
however, are experienced differently by these women. When the landtrust tells them 
that they can’t leave trash on their front lawns, that they can’t be noisy after 10 pm, or 
that they have to pay their rent on time, this is not regarded as nosy interference in their 
lives so much as a understandable need to protect an investment. When Clarissa’s old 
landlord told her that she would be evicted if she kept having groups of loud friends 
over late at night, that did more to change her lifestyle than any amount of social service 
support had been able to. She needed that apartment badly, and she promptly cut off 
contact with the unsavory friends. 
People who live in truly substandard housing know what the results of a hands- 
off attitude on the part of the landlord are. The place deteriorates, things are never 
repaired, and rowdy tenants set the tone and control the situation. Limits and rules, as a 
result, are appreciated by all of these women, and are not viewed as patronising or 
invasive. 
But the requirements that are attached to decent housing, like those attached to 
good employment, have all the supportive potential of the best social service provision. 
A respectful and involved landlord is in an excellent position to insist on the kind of 
behavior that a social service case worker can only negotiate for. A landlord has the 
capacity to encourage many of the skills and attitudes that underlie survival and success 
in the world. Financial planning, consideration for others, respect for property, and a 
cooperative approach, are all essential to being a successful tenant, but they are also 
invaluable attributes for anyone who wants to “make it” in the world. A recognition of 
the need for one’s own efforts in collaboration with those of other people in keeping 
housing pleasant is a critical step in assuming the wider range of responsibilities that are 
essential to a productive and independent life. 
When families are reluctant to jeopardize their hold on decent and affordable 
housing, this can become a significant factor in their capacity to take control of their 
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lives, and a good landlord, like a good employer, can be more important to this process 
than the most competent social worker. If social service expenditures are to become 
ever more limited, thought might be given to innovative methods of delivery, which 
might for instance include the use of licensed landlords as case workers. 
Decent, affordable, and well-managed housing, then, is critical to poor families 
not only in enhancing the immediate quality of their lives, but in supporting their 
capacity to break out of poverty and to ensure the on-going well being of their children 
as competent and productive members of society. The security, dignity, and sense of 
community belonging to be gained through an appropriate home are critical attributes 
that need to be supported in any effort to reduce the dependency of chronically poor 
families on public funds.Housing cannot be a substitute for jobs. But enabling families 
to be decently and securely housed should be one of the cornerstones of any attempt to 
create a productive and self-reliant society. 
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APPENDIX A 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
I (Sheridan Bartlett) am a graduate student in the School of Education at the 
University of Massachusetts in Amherst, Mass. I am a candidate for a doctoral de°ree 
and am doing a research project in order to complete the requirements for my degree. 
The goal of the research is to look at the connections between housing and child 
rearing practices. You have been selected for this project because of your broad 
experience with a range of housing, and because of the fact that you are an experienced 
parent. 
The research will involve visits and taped interviews over a period of up to 
several months. They will take place at your home, and there is no need to prepare for 
them in any way. The number of interviews required will depend on the amount that we 
cover at each meeting. The information that you give me in the course of these 
interviews will be written up for my dissertation, and may also be used in the 
preparation of articles for academic journals, or in academic conferences. 
At various times in the course of the project I will discuss with you what I have 
been seeing and hearing and how I understand it, to make sure I am not misinterpreting 
you. Also your response to my findings will be included in the finished work. If, at 
any time, you want copies of our taped interviews, I will make them available to you. 
I will make every effort to respect your privacy throughout this project, and will 
not intentionally reveal your identity to other people. Pseudonyms will be used for all 
participants in any presentation of this material. But you should know that there are 
certain circumstances under which I cannot protect your anonymity. If for any reason I 
should be called to testify in court in any matter that involves you, I would be obliged 
to answer questions that were put to me. Also, if I should become aware during the 
course of our work together of the possibility of serious harm to a child or any other 
person, I would find it necessary to intervene in whatever seemed to be the most 
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appropriate way. I should stress that my intent is to learn what I can from you, and not 
to interfere in your life; I do not imagine that any interference would be necessary 
except under extreme circumstances. However I am required to inform you of any 
possible risk that you might be taking by agreeing to participate in this research. 
You are under no obligation to take part in this project. If you are reluctant to be 
a part of it, that will not be held against you in any way. Your willingness to participate 
does not mean you are committed. You are free to withdraw at any time. I am also free 
to use any information you have given me up to that point, provided that I respect your 
privacy and anonymity. 
There will be no payment for your participation. However, if I should at any 
point receive payment for the publication of material related to this study, I will share 
that payment with people who have participated in the study. 
If you have any questions or concerns about this project, you may contact me 
by phone at 387-4075, or in writing at RFD 4, Box 400, Putney, Vt. 05346. 
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APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEWS AND VISITS 
The figures for visits and interviews are for 1995. Although visits continued in 
1996, they are not recorded here. 
Table 1: Interviews and visits with participants. 
CLARISSA INTERVIEWS VISITS, OUTINGS 
February 1 
March 3 3 
April 2 1 
May 1 6 
June 2 7 
July 1 3 
August 1 3 
September 2 
October 1 
November 2 
December 2 
HOPE 
February 1 
March 1 2 
April 1 2 
May 1 3 
June 1 
July 
August 
1 
1 
September 2 4 
A 
October 1 4 
November 1 3 
December 1 
LIZ 
January 1 
February 2 3 
March 6 
April 
May 
June 
1 
2 
2 
3 
7 
5 
A 
July 1 4 
o 
August 1 J 
September 5 
A 
October 
November 1 
December 2 
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Table 2: Other interviews and conversations. 
Doctor 
Probation officer 
Teachers 
Social workers 
Transitional housing program director 
Other social service workers 
Regarding Liz and boys 
Regarding Liz and Joseph 
Regarding Michael, Anthony, Gene, 
Whitney 
Regarding Liz and Hope 
Regarding the program 
Regarding the research in general 
Table 3: Outings and events with family members. 
Doctors’ offices 
Schools 
School events 
Library 
Hiking 
Playgrounds 
Restaurants 
Shopping 
Moving 
Farm visits 
Social service offices 
Bill paying 
Relatives’ homes 
Liz and children; Hope and children 
Judd boys; Gene; Madeleine and Whitney 
Judd boys 
Gene 
Gene 
Judd boys; Whitney; Gene and Nita 
Hope and children; Liz and children;Gene 
Liz and children; Hope and children 
Clarissa and family; Hope and children 
Judd boys 
Hope and children 
Liz 
Liz 
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APPENDIX C 
CHILD REARING QUESTIONNAIRES 
T oddler questionnai re 
These questions are based on the interviews described in Patterns of infant care 
(Newson and Newson, 1965). 
1) Was_a planned baby? 
Had you been using contraception? 
How was your pregnancy? Did you have prenatal care? Birthing classes? 
2) Where did the birth take place? What sort of experience was it for you? (Conscious? 
Medicated? Frightening? Painful? Fulfilling? Happy?) 
Who was with you? 
3) Did you bottle feed or breast feed? If the latter, for how long? 
Did you have any special reason for not breast feeding/ stopping when you did? 
Did you enjoy feeding the baby? 
Did you have a schedule, or feed the baby on demand? (Rigid, flexible, demand) 
Any particular ritual for feeding time? 
Did the baby use a pacifier? 
Bottle feeding, until what age? How do you plan to wean him? 
4) At what age did he start having solid food? 
Is he a good eater? 
Are there foods that he dislikes? 
Are you ever concerned about what he's getting to eat? 
What did he have to eat yesterday, meal by meal? 
What do you do if you prepare something for him and he doesn't want to eat it? Would 
you make him something else? 
Do you have rules about where or when he may eat? About finishing one thing before 
having another? 
When would you start encouraging him to use spoons, forks etc? 
5) What time did he go to bed last night? 
Did he wake during the night? When did he wake up in the morning? 
Where did he spend the night? 
Did he have any naps during the day yesterday? 
Was that a normal pattern for him? 
What time would you like to see him get to sleep at night? 
What methods do you use to settle him down at night? 
Tell me about a typical bedtime? What happens from the time you start getting him 
ready for bed till he falls asleep? 
If he has trouble sleeping, or wakes up again, do you let him get up? 
If he was hungry an hour after he went to bed, would you let him eat then? 
Is he allowed to play with toys in bed? Does he like to take anything special to bed with 
him? 
6) How early is it possible for a child to become spoiled? 
Do you think it does a child this age any harm to leave it to cry? 
How long would you leave him to cry if you thought there was nothing wrong with 
him? 
158 
What about when they're younger, say a few months old? 
What effect would the circumstances have on how you responded? (Time of dav 
neighbors etc) 
Does he ever have temper tantrums? When? How do you deal with it? 
How do you punish him when he does something you don't allow? 
What kinds of behavior would you feel should be responded to this way? 
How do you respond to behavior that could endanger the child? 
Does he have any habits that you find troubling? 
How early do you think it's possible for a child to be deliberately disobedient or 
obstinate? How old should a baby be before he is punished for behavior? 
What are some appropriate responses? 
Compared to other mothers of children this age, do you consider yourself very strict/ 
strict/ somewhat permissive/ very permissive? 
7) At what age do you feel it is appropriate to start toilet training a child? 
What methods do you use? How successfully? How firm are you? 
(Would your attitude be different if there was no cost involved? 
If you had had a washing machine, would you have used cloth diapers? 
8) How involved is the child's father in his care? (Changing, feeding, putting to bed) 
Have you ever left him in the care of others (friends, relatives, sitters)? 
If not, what are your concerns about leaving him? 
9) Would you say your views about dealing with children this age are similar to those 
of neighbors or other parents you know? 
Do you see eye to eye with your mother on these issues, or do you feel times have 
changed? 
Are you and your husband in agreement on issues around children this age? 
Have your own ideas about dealing with a child this age changed since you first had 
children? 
Older Child Questionnaire 
These questions are based on the questions in the Newsons’ four year old and 
seven year old questionnaires (Newson and Newson, 1970, 1978). 
1) Has he ever been separated from you for more than a day or so? (details) 
2) How would you describe him to someone who didn't know him at all? 
(placid or temperamental; easy to manage or difficult; shy or bold; curious). 
How does he respond to new situations? Is he a worrier or does he take things as they 
come? Does he try to figure things out or just let them pass? 
Is he happy to sit still if he has something to do, or is he a child that has to be on the 
move? Does he get bored easily? 
3) What can he do for himself — dress himself, undress himself, tidy his clothes up, 
put away toys, toileting, etc? 
What do you feel about making a child this age do things for himself? Do you think he 
should even if he doesn't want to? How much trouble have you taken to get him doing 
things for himself? Do you think you should be stricter about this, or are you happy to 
leave it for now? Is your house set up so that he can do things for himself (e.g clothes 
where he can reach them easily, toys kept where he can get at them, and put them away, 
kitchen set up so he can help himself?) Would you want it set up that way? 
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4) How long will he play alone without needing your attention? If he keeps wantino 
your attention when you're busy, what do you do? Do you think a child this age should 
be able to amuse himself, or do you expect to spend time keeping him happy?& 
Does he ever want to be babied for a while? How do you respond? 
Is he at ease with other adults? Does he ever go to friends' houses to play? Has he ever 
spent a night away from home? 
Does he like to go outside by himself? How far is he allowed to go on his own? 
Would he like to be more independent than you’re ready for him to be? 
5) Does he get any pocket money? Does he ever earn money? How does he spend his 
money? Does he save any of it? 
Are there any jobs around the house that he's expected to do without pay? Does he do 
it as a regular thing, or just when he feels like it? What happens if he doesn’t want to do 
it, or does a sloppy job? 
Does he look after younger children in the home? 
6) How does he most like to spend his time? Where does he spend most of his time? 
Does he have any special interests? 
Is there any sort of play you don't allow? Can he make a lot of noise in the house if he 
wants? Run around? Jump on bed and use furniture for play? Are there rules about 
particular parts of the house or outdoors? 
Can he make a mess playing with water or paint or dirt or mud? How do you feel about 
him getting dirty or wet? 
If he could do whatever he wanted, how do you think he would want to spend his 
time? 
Does he like to play alone? If so, what does he like to do, and where? 
How often do you or his father join him in what he's doing? 
What kind of family outings does he most enjoy? 
7) Does he have any toys or games or belongings that are particularly important to him? 
Does he like to collect anything? Does he have a special place of his own for keeping 
things? Is he careful with possessions or do they seem to get broken easily? 
How is he about sharing things? Do you have rules about sharing? Do you feel 
children should have their own special things, or that toys should belong to the whole 
family? How much respect does he show for other peoples' possessions? 
If you were cleaning up and wanted to throw away some broken bits of toys, but he 
wanted to keep them, what would happen? What would happen if someone else broke 
something of his? 
8) Does he prefer playing by himself or with other children? Who does he play with 
mostly? Where? 
In general, how would you say he gets along with other children? Does he make 
friends easily? Does he stand up for himself, or let other children boss him around? 
Have you ever tried to discourage a friendship between him and another child? Do you 
think you ever would for any reason? 
What do you do if there's a disagreement or fight? Do you think quarrelling has to 
happen between children? Do you think children should be left to handle their own 
quarrels, or would you interfere? What do you do if he comes to you complaining 
about another child? Do you advise him on how to handle disagreements? Do you ever 
tell him to hit another child back? Do his disagreements often end up in hitting or 
physical fighting ? 
Do you respond differently depending on whether he's fighting with his siblings or 
with other children? 
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Does he ever seem jealous of his siblings or other children? What does he do then? 
How do you handle it? 
9) Does he like to play pretend, either by himself or with other children? Does he ever 
make up stories using toy figures or dolls or animals? Does he have any imaginary 
people or animals or places that he brings into his play? 
Does he mind if you listen, or does he prefer privacy? Does he have a special place 
where he can be private? 
Does he ever make up stories for you about things that haven't actually happened? 
(distinguish from lying to avoid punishment). How do you respond? 
Does he have any particular fears or worries? Does he tell you about it, or can you just 
see that he's afraid? Do you feel you know most of what goes on with him, or does he 
keep a lot to himself? Does he ever get a headache or stomachache because he's anxious 
or over-excited? Does he have things that he does when he's overtired or anxious? 
(thumbsucking, hair twisting, nail biting etc) How do you respond? 
Does he have any habits or superstitions — things that make him feel safe, like doing 
things in a particular order, not walking on lines in the sidewalk, having you put him to 
bed a particular way? 
Does he ever wet his bed? 
10) Do meals happen at fixed times with everyone together, or does he eat when he's 
hungry, or is it some combination of the two? How important are family mealtimes to 
you? If it's meal time and he doesn't want to stop playing, what do you do? 
Is he a good eater, or finicky about food? Are there foods he never has because he 
dislikes them? Do you have rules about finishing things up? If he didn't like a meal 
after you made it, would you fix him something else? 
What about table manners? Do you let him use his fingers? Do you care whether he 
uses a fork or a spoon? Is he allowed to get up from the table during a meal? Can he 
bring a book or toy to the table? On the whole do you think it's important whether a 
child has good table maimers or not at this age? 
11) What about bedtime? Does he have to be in bed by any particular time or does it 
vary a lot? Does he always sleep in his own bed? 
Is there a special routine that goes along with bedtime? Can you describe a typical 
bedtime? Does he have toys in bed? Anything to eat or drink? Light on or off? 
Once he's down, is he allowed up again for any reason? If he was hungry an hour after 
bedtime, would you let him eat? 
Does he usually sleep through the night? Does he ever have nightmares or get 
frightened at night? What do you do? 
12) What about toothbrushing, washing and so on? Do they happen when you think 
it's necessary, or is it a fixed routine that happens at more or less the same time each 
day? 
Does he need help using the toilet? 
How often does he still wet the bed? What do you do? Does he ever have accidents 
during the day? What is your response? 
Are things in your household casual or more private as far as people using the 
bathroom or being dressed or undressed is concerned? Are people expected to knock on 
closed doors? Do you imagine that happening as children get older? 
Most children go through a stage of thinking anything that has to do with the toilet is 
really funny. Has he reached that stage yet? How do you feel about children giggling 
and making jokes about that type of thing? Would you discourage it or ignore it? How 
do you feel about children wanting to go to the toilet together or see each other 
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undressed. Does that bother you? Does he know where babies come from yet? Would 
you tell him if he wanted to know, or do you think he's still too young? 
13) Does he enjoy school? What does he most like about it? Is there anythin® about 
school that he doesn't like? 
Does he like talking about school, or do you have to ask him about it? Does he ever 
complain about anything particular at school? How do you feel about children's 
complaints about school? Should they be taken seriously? 
Does he ever say he doesn't want to go to school? How do you respond? Does he ever 
pretend he's sick so that he doesn't have to go to school? Has he ever refused to go? 
Does he ever take things to school to show the teacher? What sort of things? Does he 
ever bring things home from school, or come home and want to do something that he's 
been doing at school? 
What are your feelings about his school? Is it a good school? Are you pleased with it? 
Is it right for him? Do you speak to the teacher regularly? 
Is he a child who likes learning new things? Does he ask a lot of questions? How do 
you respond? 
Do you ever read to him? What kind of books? Does he like to be read to? Does he ever 
go to the library? 
Does he like to do other school type of things at home? Draw, paint, make things, do 
projects? Does he like to show younger siblings what he's learned at school? 
If he showed the ability, how far would you want him to go with his education? Do 
you have any ideas about what you'd like to see him do when he's grown up? What do 
you think he's specially suited for? 
14) How do you and your child get along together? What is it about him that you most 
enjoy? 
Is he a child that shows or likes a lot of affection? Do you still cuddle him, or do you 
feel he's too old for that? 
What about disagreements? What sort of things make you get on each other's nerves? 
Do you find that he's sometimes slow to do what he's told? How do you respond if he 
just ignores you or refuses to do what he's asked? 
Do you ever promise him a reward for being good? Do you ever tell him he won't be 
able to have something he likes, treats, TV or whatever? 
How do you feel about smacking children this age? Does it do any good? Do you have 
to be really angry to smack him? In general do you feel it's an effective way of training 
children? Of getting their attention? As a punishment? Does he behave better as a result? 
For how long? 
Do you ever isolate him or use time out? 
Do you ever tell him you won't love him if he behaves that way? 
Do you ever threaten to leave him or send him away? Do you ever threaten him with 
someone else — his father, policeman, doctor etc? How does he respond? 
Suppose he says he hasn't done something that's not allowed, and you know he has, 
what do you do? Does he ever come and tell you he's done something wrong before 
you find out? 
What about answering back, sassing you, that kind of thing? What about if he throws a 
fit? 
On the whole, are you happy with the way you deal with discipline in general, or do 
you sometimes find yourself doing things that you don't really approve of? 
Do you and your husband see eye to eye on discipline, or is one of you stricter than the 
other? How do you compare to most pther mothers you know? How do you compare 
to your own mother? 
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15) How much does his father have to do with him? (Bathe him, dress him, read him 
stories, play with him, put him to bed?) Is there anything they regularly do together? 
Is there anything he draws the line at? 
Do you and your husband ever manage to get away from the children together? How 
often? Who do you leave them with? 
How does he seem when you leave him? Does he mind? If so, what do you do? Do 
you say when you're leaving, or do you find it easier to slip off? 
16) Have your ideas about raising children changed at all since you started? How and 
why? 
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